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  PROLOGUE


  When the monster finally came through the door, he was wearing a mask.


  She stared and stared at him, amazed that no one else could see through the disguise. He was the neighbor next door, watering his forsythia. He was the stranger who smiled across an elevator. He was the kind man who took a toddler’s hand to help him cross the street. Can’t you see? she wanted to scream. Don’t you know?


  Beneath her, the chair was unforgiving. Her hands were folded as neatly as a schoolgirl’s, her shoulders were squared; but her heart was all out of rhythm, a jellyfish writhing in her chest. When had breathing become something she had to consciously remember to do?


  Bailiffs flanked him, guiding him past the prosecutor’s table, in front of the judge, toward the spot where the defense attorney was sitting. From the corner came the sibilant hum of a TV camera. It was a familiar scene, but she realized she had never seen it from this angle. Change your point of view, and the perspective is completely different.


  The truth sat in her lap, heavy as a child. She was going to do this.


  That knowledge, which should have stopped her short, instead coursed through her limbs like brandy. For the first time in weeks, she didn’t feel as if she were sleepwalking on the ocean floor, her lungs fiery, holding on to the breath she’d taken before she went under—a breath that would have been bigger, more deliberate, had she known what was coming. In this horrible place, watching this horrible man, she suddenly felt normal again. And with this feeling came the most wonderfully normal thoughts: that she hadn’t wiped down the kitchen table after breakfast; that the library book which had gone missing was behind the dirty clothes hamper; that her car was fifteen hundred miles overdue to have the oil changed. That in the next two seconds, the bailiffs escorting him would step back to give him privacy to speak to his attorney.


  In her purse, her fingers slipped over the smooth leather cover of her checkbook, her sunglasses, a lipstick, the furry nut of a Life Saver, lost from its package. She found what she was looking for and grabbed it, surprised to see that it fit with the same familiar comfort as her husband’s hand.


  One step, two, three, that was all it took to come close enough to the monster to smell his fear, to see the black edge of his coat against the white collar of his shirt. Black and white, that was what it came down to.


  For a second she wondered why no one had stopped her. Why no one had realized that this moment was inevitable; that she was going to come in here and do just this. Even now, the people who knew her the best hadn’t grabbed for her as she rose from her seat.


  That was when she realized she was wearing a disguise, just like the monster. It was so clever, so authentic; nobody really knew what she had turned into. But now she could feel it cracking into pieces. Let the whole world see, she thought, as the mask fell away. And she knew as she pressed the gun to the defendant’s head, she knew as she shot him four times in quick succession, that at this moment she would not have recognized herself.


  


  I


  When we are struck at without a reason, we should strike back again very hard; I am sure we should—so hard as to teach the person who struck us never to do it again.


  —Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre


  


  We’re in the woods, just the two of us. I have on my best sneakers, the ones with rainbow laces and the place on the back that Mason chewed through when he was just a puppy. Her steps are bigger than mine, but it’s a game—I try to jump into the hole her shoes leave behind. I’m a frog; I’m a kangaroo; I’m magic.


  When I walk, it sounds like cereal getting poured for breakfast.


  Crunch. “My legs hurt,” I tell her.


  “It’s just a little bit longer.”


  “I don’t want to walk,” I say, and I sit right there, because if I don’t move she won’t either.


  She leans down and points, but the trees are like the legs of tall people I can’t see around. “Do you see it yet?” she asks me.


  I shake my head. Even if I could see it, I would have told her I couldn’t.


  She picks me up and puts me on her shoulders. “The pond,” she says. “Can you see the pond?”


  From up here, I can. It is a piece of sky, lying on the ground.


  When Heaven breaks, who fixes it?


  ONE


  I have always been best at closings.


  Without any significant forethought, I can walk into a courtroom, face a jury, and deliver a speech that leaves them burning for justice. Loose ends drive me crazy; I have to tidy things up to the point where I can put them behind me and move on to the next case. My boss tells anyone who’ll listen that he prefers to hire prosecutors who were waiters and waitresses in former lives—that is, used to juggling a load. But I worked in the gift-wrapping department of Filene’s to put myself through law school, and it shows.


  This morning, I’ve got a closing on a rape trial and a competency hearing. In the afternoon, I have to meet with a DNA scientist about a bloodstain inside a wrecked car, which revealed brain matter belonging to neither the drunk driver accused of negligent homicide nor the female passenger who was killed. All of this is running through my mind when Caleb sticks his head into the bathroom. The reflection of his face rises like a moon in the mirror. “How’s Nathaniel?”


  I turn off the water and wrap a towel around myself. “Sleeping,” I say.


  Caleb’s been out in his shed, loading his truck. He does stonework—brick paths, fireplaces, granite steps, stone walls. He smells of winter, a scent that comes to Maine at the same time local apples come to harvest. His flannel shirt is streaked with the dust that coats bags of concrete. “How is his fever?” Caleb asks, washing his hands in the sink.


  “He’s fine,” I answer, although I haven’t checked on my son; haven’t even seen him yet this morning.


  I am hoping that if I wish hard enough, this will be true. Nathaniel wasn’t really that sick last night, and he wasn’t running a temperature above 99 degrees. He didn’t seem himself, but that alone wouldn’t keep me from sending him to school—especially on a day when I’m due in court. Every working mother has been caught between this Scylla and Charybdis. I can’t give a hundred percent at home because of my work; I can’t give a hundred percent at work because of my home; and I live in fear of the moments, like these, when the two collide.


  “I’d stay home, but I can’t miss this meeting. Fred’s got the clients coming to review the plans, and we’re all supposed to put in a good showing.” Caleb looks at his watch and groans. “In fact, I was late ten minutes ago.” His day starts early and ends early, like most subcontractors. It means that I bear the brunt of getting Nathaniel to school, while Caleb is in charge of the pickup. He moves around me, gathering his wallet and his baseball cap. “You won’t send him to school if he’s sick...”


  “Of course not,” I say, but heat creeps beneath the neck of my blouse. Two Tylenol will buy me time; I could be finished with the rape case before getting a call from Miss Lydia to come get my son. I think this, and in the next second, hate myself for it.


  “Nina.” Caleb puts his big hands on my shoulders. I fell in love with Caleb because of those hands, which can touch me as if I am a soap bubble certain to burst, yet are powerful enough to hold me together when I am in danger of falling to pieces.


  I slide my own hands up to cover Caleb’s. “He’ll be fine,” I insist, the power of positive thinking. I give him my prosecutor’s smile, crafted to convince. “We’ll be fine.”


  Caleb takes a while to let himself believe this. He is a smart man, but he’s methodical and careful. He will finish one project with exquisite finesse before moving on to the next, and he makes decisions the same way. I’ve spent seven years hoping that lying next to him each night will cause some of his deliberation to rub off, as if a lifetime together might soften both our extremes.


  “I’ll get Nathaniel at four-thirty,” Caleb says, a line that, in the language of parenting, means what I love you once did.


  I feel his lips brush the top of my head as I work the clasp on the back of my skirt. “I’ll be home by six.” I love you, too.


  He walks toward the door, and when I look up I am struck by pieces of him—the breadth of his shoulders, the tilt of his grin, the way his toes turn in in his big construction boots. Caleb sees me watching. “Nina,” he says, and that smile, it tips even more. “You’re late too.”


  •••


  The clock on the nightstand says 7:41. I have nineteen minutes to rouse and feed my son, stuff him into his clothes and his car seat, and make the drive across Biddeford to his school with enough time to get myself to the superior court in Alfred by 9:00.


  My son sleeps hard, a cyclone in his sheets. His blond hair is too long; he needed a haircut a week ago. I sit on the edge of the bed. What’s two seconds more, when you get to watch a miracle?


  I wasn’t supposed to get pregnant five years ago. I wasn’t supposed to get pregnant, ever, thanks to a butcher of an OB who removed an ovarian cyst when I was twenty-two. When I had been weak and vomiting for weeks, I went to see an internist, certain I was dying from some dread parasite, or that my body was rejecting its own organs. But the blood test said there was nothing wrong. Instead, there was something so impossibly right that for months afterward, I kept the lab results taped to the inside of the medicine cabinet of the bathroom: the burden of proof.


  Nathaniel looks younger when he’s asleep, with one hand curled under his cheek and the other wrapped tight around a stuffed frog. There are nights I watch him, marveling at the fact that five years ago I did not know this person who has since transformed me. Five years ago I would not have been able to tell you that the whites of a child’s eyes are clearer than fresh snow; that a little boy’s neck is the sweetest curve on his body. I would never have considered knotting a dish towel into a pirate’s bandanna and stalking the dog for his buried treasure, or experimenting on a rainy Sunday to see how many seconds it takes to explode a marshmallow in the microwave. The face I give to the world is not the one I save for Nathaniel: After years of seeing the world in absolutes, he has taught me how to pick out all the shades of possibility.


  I could lie and tell you that I never would have gone to law school or become a prosecutor if I’d expected to have children. It’s a demanding job, one you take home, one you cannot fit around soccer games and nursery school Christmas pageants. The truth is, I have always loved what I do; it’s how I define myself: Hello, I’m Nina Frost, assistant district attorney. But I also am Nathaniel’s mother, and I wouldn’t trade that label for the world. There is no majority share; I am split down the middle, fifty-fifty. However, unlike most parents, who lie awake at night worrying about the horrors that could befall a child, I have the chance to do something about them. I’m a white knight, one of fifty lawyers responsible for cleaning up the state of Maine before Nathaniel makes his way through it.


  Now, I touch his forehead—cool—and smile. With a finger I trace the slight bow of his cheek, the seam of his lips. Asleep, he bats my hand away, buries his fists under the covers. “Hey,” I whisper into his ear. “We need to get moving.” When he doesn’t stir, I pull the covers down—and the thick ammonia scent of urine rises from the mattress.


  Not today. But I smile, just like the doctor said to when accidents happen for Nathaniel, my five-year-old who’s been toilet trained for three years. When his eyes open—Caleb’s eyes, sparkling and brown and so engaging that people used to stop me on the street to play with my baby in his stroller—I see that moment of fear when he thinks he’s going to be punished. “Nathaniel,” I sigh, “these things happen.” I help him off the bed and start to peel his damp pajamas from his skin, only to have him fight me in earnest.


  One wild punch lands on my temple, driving me back. “For God’s sake, Nathaniel!” I snap. But it’s not his fault that I’m late; it’s not his fault that he’s wet the bed. I take a deep breath and work the fabric over his ankles and feet. “Let’s just get you cleaned off, okay?” I say more gently, and he defeatedly slides his hand into mine.


  My son tends to be unusually sunny. He finds music in the stifled sounds of traffic, speaks the language of toads. He never walks when he can scramble; he sees the world with the reverence of a poet. So this boy, the one eyeing me warily over the lip of the tub, is not one I recognize. “I’m not mad at you.” Nathaniel ducks his head, embarrassed. “Everyone has accidents. Remember when I ran over your bike last year, with the car? You were upset—but you knew I didn’t mean to do it. Right?” I might as well be talking to one of Caleb’s granite blocks. “Fine, give me the silent treatment.” But even this backfires; I cannot tease him into a response. “Ah, I know what will make you feel better... you can wear your Disney World sweatshirt. That’s two days in a row.”


  If he had the option, Nathaniel would wear it every day. In his room, I overturn the contents of every drawer, only to find the sweatshirt tangled in the pile of soiled sheets. Spying it, he pulls it free and starts to tug it over his head. “Hang on,” I say, taking it away. “I know I promised, but it’s got pee all over it, Nathaniel. You can’t go to school in this. It has to be washed first.” Nathaniel’s lower lip begins to tremble, and suddenly I—the skilled arbitrator—am reduced to a plea bargain. “Honey, I swear, I’ll wash this tonight. You can wear it for the rest of the week. And all of next week, too. But right now, I need your help. I need us to eat fast, so that we can leave on time. All right?”


  Ten minutes later, we have reached agreement, thanks to my complete capitulation. Nathaniel is wearing the damn Disney World sweatshirt, which has been hand-rinsed, hastily spun through the dryer, and sprayed with a pet deodorizer. Maybe Miss Lydia will have allergies; maybe no one will notice the stain above Mickey’s wide smile. I hold up two cereal boxes. “Which one?” Nathaniel shrugs, and by now I’m convinced his silence has less to do with shame than getting a rise out of me. Incidentally, it’s working.


  I set him down at the counter with a bowl of Honey Nut Cheerios while I pack his lunch. “Noodles,” I announce with flair, trying to boost him out of his blue funk. “And... ooh! A drumstick from dinner last night! Three Oreos... and celery sticks, so that Miss Lydia doesn’t yell at Mommy again about nutrition pyramids. There.” I zip up the insulated pack and put it into Nathaniel’s backpack, grab a banana for my own breakfast, then check the clock on the microwave. I give Nathaniel two more Tylenol to take—it won’t hurt him this once, and Caleb will never know. “Okay,” I say. “We have to go.”


  Nathaniel slowly puts on his sneakers and holds out each small foot to me to have the laces tied. He can zip up his own fleece jacket; shimmy into his own backpack. It is enormous on those thin shoulders; sometimes from behind he reminds me of Atlas, carrying the weight of the world.


  Driving, I slide in Nathaniel’s favorite cassette—the Beatles’ White Album, of all things—but not even “Rocky Raccoon” can snap him out of this mood. Clearly, he’s gotten up on the wrong side of the bed—the wet side, I think, sighing. A tiny voice inside me says I should just be grateful that in approximately fifteen minutes it will be someone else’s problem.


  In the rearview mirror, I watch Nathaniel play with the dangling strap of his backpack, pleating it into halves and thirds. We come to the stop sign at the bottom of the hill. “Nathaniel,” I whisper, just loud enough to be heard over the hum of the engine. When he glances up, I cross my eyes and stick out my tongue.


  Slowly, slow as his father, he smiles at me.


  On the dashboard, I see that it is 7:56. Four minutes ahead of schedule.


  We are doing even better than I thought.


  •••


  The way Caleb Frost sees it, you build a wall to keep something unwanted out... or to hold something precious in. He considers this often when he builds, fitting sparkling granite and craggy limestone into niches, a three-dimensional puzzle drawn thick and straight across the edge of a lawn. He likes to think of the families inside these baileys he constructs: insulated, safe, protected. Of course, this is ridiculous. His stone walls are knee-high, not castle-worthy. They have large gaps in them for driveways and paths and grape arbors. And yet every time he drives past a property he’s shaped with his own heavy hands, he pictures the parents sitting down to dinner with their children, harmony wrapping the table like mosquito netting, as if literal foundations might lay the pattern for emotional ones.


  He stands at the edge of the Warren property with Fred, their contractor, as they all wait for Caleb to put on a show. Right now, the land is thick with birches and maples, some tagged to show the potential location of the house and the septic system. Mr. and Mrs. Warren stand so close they are touching. She is pregnant; her belly brushes her husband’s hip.


  “Well,” Caleb begins. His job is to convince these people that they need a stone wall surrounding their property, instead of the six-foot fence they are also considering. But words are not his specialty; that’s for Nina. Beside him, Fred clears his throat, prompting.


  Caleb cannot sweet-talk this couple; he can only see what lies ahead for them: a white Colonial, with a screened porch. A Labrador, leaping to catch monarch butterflies in his mouth. A row of bulbs that will, next year, be tulips. A little girl riding a tricycle, with streamers flying from the handlebars down the length of the drive, until she reaches the barrier Caleb has crafted—the limit, she has been told, of where she is safe.


  He imagines himself bent over this spot, creating something solid in a space where there had been nothing before. He imagines this family, three of them by then, tucked within these walls. “Mrs. Warren,” Caleb asks with a smile, the right words finally coming. “When are you due?”


  •••


  In one corner of the playground, Lettie Wiggs is crying. She does this all the time, pretends that Danny socked her when the truth is she just wants to see if she can get Miss Lydia to come running from whatever it is Miss Lydia’s doing. Danny knows it too, and Miss Lydia, and everyone, except for Lettie, who cries and cries as if it’s going to get her somewhere.


  He walks past her. Walks past Danny, too, who isn’t Danny anymore, but a pirate, clinging to a barrel after a shipwreck. “Hey, Nathaniel,” says Brianna. “Check this out.” She is crouched behind the shed that holds soccer balls as soft as ripe melons, and the ride-on bulldozer that you can only ride on for five minutes before it’s someone else’s turn. A silver spider has stretched a web from the wood to the fence behind it, zagged like a shoelace. At one spot a knot the size of a dime is tangled in the silk.


  “That’s a fly.” Cole pushes his glasses up on his nose. “The spider, she wrapped it up for her dinner.”


  “That’s so gross,” Brianna says, but she leans closer.


  Nathaniel stands with his hands in his pockets. He thinks about the fly, how it stepped onto the web and got stuck, like the time Nathaniel walked into a snowdrift last winter and lost his boot in the muck at the bottom. He wonders if the fly was just as scared as Nathaniel had been of coming in barefoot through the snow, of what his mother would say. Probably the fly had just figured it was going to take a rest. Probably it had stopped for a second to see how the sun looked like a rainbow through that web, and the spider grabbed him before he could get away.


  “Bet she eats the head first,” Cole says.


  Nathaniel imagines the wings of the fly, pinned to its back as it is turned and wrapped tight. He lifts his hand and slashes it through the web; walks away.


  Brianna is fuming. “Hey!” she yells. And then, “Miss Lydia!”


  But Nathaniel doesn’t listen. He looks up, surveying the top beam of the swings and the jungle gym with the slide that’s as shiny as the blade of a knife. The jungle gym is taller by a few inches. Settling his hands on the rungs of the wooden ladder, he begins to climb.


  Miss Lydia doesn’t see him. His sneakers send down a rain of tiny pebbles and dirt, but he balances. Up here, he is taller than his father, even. He thinks that maybe the cloud behind him has an angel fast asleep in its center.


  Nathaniel closes his eyes and jumps, his arms glued to his sides like that fly’s. He doesn’t try to break his fall, just hits hard, because it hurts less than everything else.


  •••


  “Best croissants,” Peter Eberhardt says, as if we have been in the middle of a conversation, although I’ve only just walked up to stand beside him at the coffee machine.


  “The Left Bank,” I answer. We might as well be in the middle of a conversation, come to think of it. Except this one has been ongoing for years.


  “A little closer to home?”


  This I have to think about. “Mamie’s.” It’s a diner in Springvale. “Worst haircut?”


  Peter laughs. “Me, in my middle school yearbook.”


  “I was thinking of it as a verb, not a noun.”


  “Oh, well, then. Wherever Angeline gets her perm.” He holds out the coffee and fills my cup for me, but I’m laughing so hard some of it spills on the floor. Angeline is the clerk of the South District Court, and her coiffure resembles something between a muskrat curled on her head and a plate of buttered bowtie noodles.


  This is our game, Peter and me. It began when we were both assistant DAs in the West District, splitting our time between Springvale and York. In Maine, defendants can come to court and plead innocent, guilty, or request to meet with the prosecutor. Peter and I would sit across from each other at a desk, trading court complaints like aces in a poker game. You do this traffic ticket, I’m sick of them. Okay, but that means you get this trespassing charge. I see Peter far less now that we are both trying felonies in the superior court, but he is still the person I’m closest to in the office. “Best quote of the day?”


  It is only ten-thirty; the best may be to come. But I put on my prosecutor’s face and look solemnly at Peter, and give him an instant replay of my closing in the rape case. “In fact, ladies and gentlemen, there is only one act that would be more criminally reprehensible, more violating, than what this man did—and that would be to set him free to do it again.”


  Peter whistles through the space in his front teeth. “Ooh, you are the drama queen.”


  “That’s why they pay me the big bucks.” I stir creamer into my coffee, watch it clot like blood on the surface. It reminds me of the brain matter case. “How goes the domestic abuse trial?”


  “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I am so freaking sick of victims. They’re so...”


  “Needy?” I say dryly.


  “Yes!” Peter sighs. “Wouldn’t it be nice to just get through a case without having to deal with all their baggage?”


  “Ah, but then you might as well be a defense attorney.” I take a gulp of the coffee, leave the cup on the counter, three-quarters full. “See, if you ask me, I’d rather get through a case without them.”


  Peter laughs. “Poor Nina. You’ve got your competency hearing next, don’t you?”


  “So?”


  “So, whenever you have to face Fisher Carrington you look... well, like I did in that middle school yearbook. On the verge of being scalped.”


  As prosecutors, we have a tenuous relationship with the local defense attorneys. Most of them we hold a grudging respect for; after all, they are just doing their jobs. But Carrington is a different breed. Harvard-educated, silver-haired, stately—he is everyone’s father; he is the distinguished elder gentleman offering advice to live by. He is the sort of man juries want to believe, just on general principle. It has happened to all of us at one time or another: We put up a mountain of hard evidence against his Newman-blue eyes and knowing smile, and the defendant walks.


  Needless to say, we all hate Fisher Carrington.


  Having to face him at a competency hearing is like getting to Hell and finding out that the only food available is raw liver—insult added to injury.


  Legally, competency is defined as being able to communicate in a way that the fact finder can understand. For example, a dog may be able to sniff out drug evidence but can’t testify. For children at the center of sexual abuse cases—ones where the abuser hasn’t confessed—the only way to get a conviction is to get the kid to testify. But before that happens, the judge has to determine that the witness can communicate, knows the difference between the truth and a lie... and understands that in court you have to tell the truth. Which means that when I am trying a sexual abuse case with a young child, I routinely file a motion for a competency hearing.


  So: Imagine you are five years old and have been brave enough to confess to your mother that your daddy rapes you every night, although he’s said he’ll kill you for telling. Now imagine that, as a practice run, you have to go to a courtroom that seems as big as a football stadium. You have to answer questions a prosecutor asks you. And then you have to answer questions fired at you by a stranger, a lawyer who makes you so confused that you cry and ask him to stop. And because every defendant has the right to face his accuser, you have to do all this while your daddy is staring you down just six feet away.


  Two things can happen here. Either you are found incompetent to stand trial, which means the judge throws out the case, and you don’t have to go to court again... although you have nightmares for weeks afterward about that lawyer asking you horrible questions, and the look on your father’s face, and most likely, the abuse continues. Or, you are found competent, and you get to repeat this little scene all over again... this time, with dozens of people watching.


  I may be a prosecutor, but I’m also the first to tell that if you cannot communicate in a certain way, you cannot get justice in the American legal system. I have tried hundreds of sexual abuse cases, seen hundreds of children on that stand. I have been one of the lawyers who tugs and pulls at them, until they reluctantly let go of the make-believe world they’ve dreamed to block out the truth. All this, in the name of a conviction. But you cannot convince me that a competency hearing itself doesn’t traumatize a child. You cannot convince me that even if I win that hearing, somehow, the child doesn’t.


  As defense attorneys go, Fisher Carrington is quite respectful. He doesn’t reduce children to jelly on their high stools in the witness box; he doesn’t try to disorient them. He acts like a grandfather who will give them lollipops if they tell the truth. In all but one case we both tried, he managed to have the child declared incompetent to stand trial, and the perp walked out free. In the other case, I convicted his client.


  The defendant spent three years in jail.


  The victim spent seven years in therapy.


  I look up at Peter. “Best-case scenario,” I challenge.


  “Huh?”


  “Yeah,” I say softly. “That’s my point.”


  •••


  When Rachel was five, her parents got a divorce—the kind that involved bitter mudslinging, hidden bank accounts, and cans of paint splashed on the driveway at midnight. A week later, Rachel told her mother that her daddy used to stick his finger inside her vagina.


  She has told me that one time, she was wearing a Little Mermaid nightgown and eating Froot Loops at the kitchen table. The second time, she was wearing a pink Cinderella nightgown and watching a Franklin video in her parents’ bedroom. Rachel’s mother, Miriam, has verified that her daughter had a Little Mermaid nightgown, and a Cinderella nightgown, the summer she was three years old. She remembers borrowing the Franklin video from her sister-in-law. Back then, she and her husband were still living together. Back then, there were times she left her husband alone with their little girl.


  There are a lot of people who’d wonder how on earth a five-year-old can remember what happened to her when she was three. God, Nathaniel can’t even tell me what he did yesterday. But then, they have not heard Rachel tell the same story over and over. They have not talked to psychiatrists, who say that a traumatic event might stick like a thorn in the throat of a child. They do not see, as I do, that since her father has moved out, Rachel has blossomed. And even without all that—how can I overlook the word of any child? What if the one I choose to discount is one who has been truly hurt?


  Today, Rachel sits on my swivel chair in my office, twirling in circles. Her braids reach the tops of her shoulders, and her legs are as skinny as matchsticks. This is not the optimal place to hold a quiet interview, but then again, my office never is. There are cops running in and out, and the secretary I share with the other district attorneys chooses this moment, of course, to put a file on my desk. “Is it going to take long?” Miriam asks, her eyes never veering from her daughter.


  “I hope not,” I tell her, and then greet Rachel’s grandmother, who will be in the gallery for emotional support during the hearing. Because she is a witness herself, Miriam isn’t allowed to be there. Yet another catch-22: The child on the stand, in most cases, doesn’t even have the security of a mother close by.


  “Is this really necessary?” Miriam asks for the hundredth time.


  “Yes.” I say it flatly, staring her in the eye. “Your ex-husband has rejected our offer of a plea. That means Rachel’s testimony is the only thing I’ve got to prove it even happened.” Kneeling in front of Rachel, I stop the motion of the swivel chair. “You know what?” I confess. “Sometimes, when my door’s closed, I spin around too.”


  Rachel folds her arms around a stuffed animal. “Do you get dizzy?”


  “No. I pretend I’m flying.”


  The door opens. Patrick, my oldest friend, sticks his head inside. He’s wearing full dress blues, instead of his usual detective’s street clothes. “Hey, Nina—did you hear that the post office had to recall its series of Famous Defense Attorney stamps? People didn’t know which side to spit on.”


  “Detective Ducharme,” I say pointedly. “I’m a little busy now.”


  He blushes; it sets off his eyes. As kids, I used to tease him about those. I convinced him once, when we were about Rachel’s age, that his were blue because there was no brain in his skull, just empty space and clouds. “Sorry—I didn’t realize.” He has captivated all the women in the room just like that; if he wanted to, he could suggest they do jumping jacks and they’d probably begin calisthenics right away. What makes Patrick Patrick is that he doesn’t want to; he never has.


  “Ms. Frost,” he says formally, “are we still on for our meeting this afternoon?”


  Our meeting is a long-standing weekly luncheon date at a hole-in-the-wall bar and grill in Sanford.


  “We are.” I’m dying to know why Patrick’s dressed to the nines; what’s brought him to the superior court—as a detective in Biddeford, his stomping grounds are more often the district courthouse. But all this will have to wait. I hear the door close behind Patrick as I turn back to Rachel. “I see you brought a friend with you today. You know, I think you’re the first kid who’s ever brought in a hippo to show to Judge McAvoy.”


  “Her name is Louisa.”


  “I like that. I like your hairdo, too.”


  “I got to have pancakes this morning,” Rachel says.


  That earns a nod of approval for Miriam; it’s crucial that Rachel’s eaten a good breakfast. “It’s ten o’clock. We’d better go.”


  There are tears in Miriam’s eyes as she bends down to Rachel’s height. “This is the part where Mommy has to wait outside,” she says, and she’s trying hard not to cry, but it’s there in her voice, in the way the sounds are too round, overstuffed with pain.


  When Nathaniel was two and broke his arm, I stood in the ER as the bones were set and put in their cast. He was brave—so brave, not crying out, not once—but his free hand held onto mine so tightly that his fingernails left little half-moons in my palm. The whole time I was thinking that I would gladly break my arm, my heart, myself, if it meant my son wouldn’t have to hurt like this.


  Rachel is one of the easier ones; she is nervous but not a wreck. Miriam is doing the right thing. I will make this as painless as possible for both of them.


  “Mommy,” Rachel says, the reality hitting like a tropical storm. Her hippo falls to the floor and there is no other way to describe it: She tries to crawl inside her mother’s skin.


  I walk out of my office and close my door, because I have a job to do.


  •••


  “Mr. Carrington,” the judge asks, “why are we putting a five-year-old on the stand here? Isn’t there any way to resolve this case?”


  Fisher crosses his legs and frowns a little. He has this down to an art. “Your Honor, the last thing I want is for this case to proceed.”


  I’ll bet, I think.


  “But my client cannot accept the state’s offer. From the first day he set foot in my office, he’s denied these events. Moreover, the state has no physical evidence and no witnesses.... All Ms. Frost has, in fact, is a child with a mother who’s hell-bent on destroying her estranged husband.”


  “We don’t care if he goes to jail at this point, Your Honor,” I interrupt. “We just want him to give up custody and visitation.”


  “My client is Rachel’s biological father. He understands that the child may have been poisoned against him, but he isn’t willing to give up his parental rights to a daughter he loves and cherishes.”


  Yadda yadda yadda. I’m not even listening. I don’t have to; Fisher grandstanded to me on the phone when he called to reject my last plea bargain. “All right,” Judge McAvoy sighs. “Let’s get her up there.”


  The court is empty, except for me, Rachel, her grandmother, the judge, Fisher, and the defendant. Rachel sits by her grandmother, twirling her stuffed hippopotamus’s tail. I lead her to the witness box, but when she sits down, she cannot see over the railing.


  Judge McAvoy turns to his clerk. “Roger, why don’t you run into my chambers and see if there’s a stool for Miss Rachel.”


  It takes a few more minutes of adjustments. “Hi, Rachel. How are you?” I begin.


  “I’m okay,” she says, in the smallest voice.


  “May I approach the witness, Your Honor?” Closer up, I won’t be as intimidating. I keep smiling so hard my jaw begins to hurt. “Can you tell me your whole name, Rachel?”


  “Rachel Elizabeth Marx.”


  “How old are you?”


  “Five.” She holds up the fingers to show me proof.


  “Did you have a party on your birthday?”


  “Yes.” Rachel hesitates, then adds, “A princess one.”


  “I bet it was fun. Did you get any presents?”


  “Uh-huh. I got the Swimming Barbie. She does the backstroke.”


  “Who do you live with, Rachel?”


  “My mommy,” she says, but her eyes slide toward the defense table.


  “Does anybody else live with you?”


  “Not anymore.” A whisper.


  “Did you used to live with someone else?”


  “Yes,” Rachel nods. “My daddy.”


  “Do you go to school, Rachel?”


  “I’m in Mrs. Montgomery’s class.”


  “Do you have rules there?”


  “Yes. Don’t hit and raise your hand to talk and don’t climb up the slide.”


  “What happens if you don’t follow the rules in school?”


  “My teacher gets mad.”


  “Do you understand the difference between telling the truth and telling a lie?”


  “The truth is when you tell what happened, and a lie is when you make something up.”


  “That’s right. And the rule in court, where we are right now, is that you have to tell the truth when we ask you questions. You can’t make anything up. Do you understand?”


  “Yes.”


  “If you lie to your mom, what happens?”


  “She gets mad at me.”


  “Can you promise that everything you say today is going to be the truth?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  I breathe deeply. First hurdle, cleared. “Rachel, the man over there with the silver hair, his name is Mr. Carrington. He’s got some questions for you too. Do you think you can talk to him?”


  “Okay,” Rachel says, but she’s getting nervous now. This was the part I couldn’t tell her about; the part where I didn’t have all the answers.


  Fisher stands up, oozing security. “Hi there, Rachel.”


  She narrows her eyes. I love this kid. “Hi.”


  “What’s your bear’s name?”


  “She’s a hippo.” Rachel says this with the disdain that only a child can pull off, when an adult stares right at the bucket on her head and cannot see that it is a space helmet.


  “Do you know who’s sitting with me at that table over there?”


  “My daddy.”


  “Have you seen your daddy lately?”


  “No.”


  “But you remember when you and your daddy and your mommy all lived together in the same house?” Fisher’s hands are in his pockets. His voice is as soft as flannel.


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Did your mommy and daddy fight a lot in the brown house?”


  “Yes.”


  “And after that, your daddy moved out?”


  Rachel nods, then remembers what I’ve told her about having to say your answer out loud. “Yes,” she murmurs.


  “After your daddy moved out, then you told somebody that something happened to you... something about your daddy, right?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “You told somebody that Daddy touched your pee-pee?”


  “Yes.”


  “Who did you tell?”


  “Mommy.”


  “What did Mommy do when you told her?”


  “She cried.”


  “Do you remember how old you were when Daddy touched your pee-pee?”


  Rachel chews on her lip. “It was back when I was a baby.”


  “Were you going to school, then?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Do you remember if it was hot or cold outside?”


  “I, um, I don’t know.”


  “Do you remember whether it was dark outside, or light?”


  Rachel starts rocking on the stool, shaking her head.


  “Was Mommy home?”


  “I don’t know,” she whispers, and my heart plummets. This is the point where we will lose her.


  “You said you were watching Franklin. Was that on TV, or was it a video?”


  By now, Rachel isn’t even making eye contact with Fisher, or with any of us. “I don’t know.”


  “That’s all right, Rachel,” Fisher says calmly. “It’s hard to remember, sometimes.”


  At the prosecutor’s table, I roll my eyes.


  “Rachel, did you talk to your mommy before you came to court this morning?”


  At last: Something she knows. Rachel lifts her head and smiles, proud. “Yes!”


  “Is this morning the first time you talked to Mommy about coming to court?”


  “Nope.”


  “Have you met Nina before today?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  Fisher smiles. “How many times have you talked to her?”


  “A whole bunch.”


  “A bunch. Did she tell you what to say when you got up into this little box?”


  “Yes.”


  “And did she tell you that you needed to say that Daddy touched you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did Mommy tell you that you needed to say that Daddy touched you?”


  Rachel nods, the tips of her braids dancing. “Uh-huh.”


  I begin to close my file on this case; I already know where Fisher’s going; what he has done. “Rachel,” he says, “did your mommy tell you what would happen today if you came in here and said that Daddy touched your pee-pee?”


  “Yes. She said she would be proud of me, for being such a good girl.”


  “Thank you, Rachel,” Fisher says, and sits down.


  Ten minutes later, Fisher and I stand in front of the judge in chambers. “I’m not suggesting, Ms. Frost, that you put words in that child’s head,” the judge says. “I am suggesting, however, that she believes she is doing what you and her mother want her to do.”


  “Your Honor,” I begin.


  “Ms. Frost, the child’s loyalties to her mother are much stronger than her loyalty to a witness oath. Under those circumstances, any conviction the state might secure could be overturned anyway.” He looks at me, not without sympathy. “Maybe six months from now, things will be different, Nina.” The judge clears his throat. “I’m finding the witness not competent to stand trial. Does the state have another motion in regard to this case?”


  I can feel Fisher’s eyes on me, sympathetic instead of victorious, and this makes me fume. “I need to talk to the mother and child, but I believe the state will be filing a motion to dismiss without prejudice.” It means that as Rachel grows older, we can recall the charge and try again. Of course, Rachel might not be brave enough for that. Or her mother might just want her to get on with life, instead of reliving the past. The judge knows this, and I know this, and there is nothing either of us can do about it. It’s simply the way the system works.


  Fisher Carrington and I walk out of chambers. “Thank you, counselor,” he says, and I don’t answer. We veer off in different directions, magnets repelled.


  •••


  This is why I’m angry: 1) I lost. 2) I was supposed to be on Rachel’s side, but I turned out to be the bad guy. After all, I am the one who made her undergo a competency hearing, and it was all for nothing.


  But none of this shows in my face as I lean down to talk to Rachel, who is waiting in my office. “You were so brave today. I know you told the truth and I’m proud of you, and your mom’s proud of you. And the good news is, you did such a great job, you don’t have to do it again.” I make sure I look her in the eye as I say this, so it slips inside, praise she can carry in her pockets. “I need to talk to your mom, now, Rachel. Can you wait outside with your grandma?”


  Miriam falls apart before Rachel has closed the door behind herself. “What happened in there?”


  “The judge found Rachel not competent.” I recount the testimony she didn’t hear. “It means we can’t prosecute your ex-husband.”


  “How am I supposed to protect her, then?”


  I fold my hands on my desk, gripping the edge tight. “I know you have a lawyer representing you in your divorce, Mrs. Marx. And I’d be happy to call him for you. There’s still a social services investigation going on, and maybe they can do something to curtail or supervise the visitations... but the fact is, we can’t put on a criminal prosecution right now. Maybe when Rachel gets older.”


  “By the time she’s older,” Miriam whispers, “he will have done it to her a thousand more times.”


  There is nothing I can say to this, because it is most likely true.


  Miriam collapses in front of me. I have seen it dozens of times, strong mothers who simply go to pieces, like a starched sheet that melts at a breath of steam. She rocks back and forth, her arms crossed so tight at her waist that it doubles her over. “Mrs. Marx,... if there’s anything I can do for you...”


  “What would you do if you were me?”


  Her voice rises like a snake, tugs me forward. “You did not hear this from me,” I say quietly. “But I would take Rachel, and I would run.”


  Minutes later, from my window, I see Miriam Marx searching through her purse. For her car keys, I think. And quite possibly, for her resolve.


  •••


  There are many things Patrick loves about Nina, but one of the best things about her is the way she enters a room. Stage presence, that’s what his mother used to call it when Nina barreled into the Ducharme kitchen, helped herself to an Oreo from the cookie jar, and then paused, as if to give everyone else a chance to catch up to her. All Patrick knows is that his back can be to the door, and when Nina comes in, he can feel it—a tickle of energy on the nape of his neck, a snap to attention as every eye in the place turns toward her.


  Today, he is sitting at the empty bar. Tequila Mockingbird is a cop hangout, which means it doesn’t really get busy until dinnertime. In fact, there have been times that Patrick has wondered whether the establishment opens early simply to accommodate himself and Nina for their standing Monday lunches. He checks his watch, but he knows he is early—he always is. Patrick doesn’t want to miss the moment she walks in, the way her face turns unerringly to his, like the needle of a compass at true north.


  Stuyvesant, the bartender, flips over a tarot card from a deck. From the looks of it, he’s playing solitaire. Patrick shakes his head. “That’s not what they’re for, you know.”


  “Well, I don’t know what the hell else to do with ’em.” He is sorting them by suit: wands, cups, swords, and pentacles. “They got left behind in the ladies’ room.” The bartender stubs out his cigarette and follows the line of Patrick’s gaze toward the door. “Jesus,” he says. “When are you going to tell her?”


  “Tell her what?”


  But Stuyvesant just shakes his head and pushes the pile of cards toward Patrick. “Here. You need these more than I do.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Patrick asks, but at that moment Nina walks in. The air in the room hums like a field full of crickets, and Patrick feels something light as helium filling him, until before he knows it he has gotten up from his seat.


  “Always a gentleman,” Nina says, tossing her big black purse beneath the bar.


  “And an officer, too.” Patrick smiles at her. “Go figure.”


  She isn’t the girl who used to live next door, hasn’t been for years. Back then she had freckles and jeans with holes at the knees and a ponytail yanked so tight it made her eyes pull at the corners. Now, she wears pantyhose and tailored suits; she has had the same short-bob hairstyle for five years. But when Patrick gets close enough, she still smells like childhood to him.


  Nina glances at his uniform as Stuyvesant slides a cup of coffee in front of her. “Did you run out of clean laundry?”


  “No, I had to spend the morning at an elementary school talking about Halloween safety. The chief insisted I wear a costume, too.” He hands her two sugars for her coffee before she asks. “How was your hearing?”


  “The witness wasn’t found competent.” She says this without betraying a single emotion on her face, but Patrick knows her well enough to realize how much it’s killing her. Nina stirs her coffee, then smiles up at him. “Anyway, I have a case for you. My two o’clock meeting, actually.”


  Patrick leans his head on his hand. When he went off to the military, Nina was at law school. She’d been his best friend then, too. Every other day that he was serving on the USS John F. Kennedy in the Persian Gulf, he received a letter from her, and through it, the vicarious life he might have had. He learned the names of the most detested professors at U of Maine. He discovered how terrifying it was to take the bar exam. He read about falling in love, when Nina met Caleb Frost, walking down a brick path he’d just laid in front of the library. Where is this going to take me? she had asked. And Caleb’s answer: Where do you want it to?


  By the time Patrick’s enlistment was up, Nina had gotten married. Patrick considered settling down in places that rolled off the tongue: Shawnee, Pocatello, Hickory. He went so far as to rent a U-Haul truck and drive exactly one thousand miles from New York City to Riley, Kansas. But in the end, it turned out that he’d learned too well from Nina’s letters, and he moved back to Biddeford, simply because he could not stay away.


  “And then,” Nina says, “a pig leaped into the butter dish and ruined the whole dinner party.”


  “No shit?” Patrick laughs, caught. “What did the hostess do?”


  “You’re not listening, Patrick, goddammit.”


  “Sure I am. But Jesus, Nina. Brain matter on the passenger seat visor that doesn’t belong to anyone in the car? Might as well be a pig in the butter dish you’re talking about.” Patrick shakes his head. “Who leaves his cerebral cortex behind in someone else’s rig?”


  “You tell me. You’re the detective.”


  “Okay. My best guess? The car’s been reconditioned. Your defendant bought it used, never knowing that the previous owner drove to a secluded rest stop and blew his brains out in the front seat. It got cleaned up well enough for resale value... but not for the indomitable Maine State Lab.”


  Nina stirs her coffee, then reaches across to Patrick’s plate to take a French fry. “That’s not impossible,” she admits. “I’ll have to trace the car.”


  “I can get you the name of a guy we used as an informant once—he ran a reconditioning business before he started dealing.”


  “Get me the whole file. Leave it in my mailbox at home.”


  Patrick shakes his head. “I can’t. That’s a federal offense.”


  “You’re kidding,” Nina laughs. “It’s not like you’re leaving a bomb.” But Patrick doesn’t even smile; for him the world is a place of rules. “Fine, then. Leave it outside the front door.” She glances down as her beeper sounds, pulls it from the waistband of her skirt. “Oh, damn.”


  “Problem?”


  “Nathaniel’s preschool.” She takes her cell phone from her black bag and dials a number. “Hi, it’s Nina Frost. Yes. Of course. No, I understand.” She hangs up, then dials again. “Peter, it’s me. Listen, I just got a call from Nathaniel’s school. I have to go pick him up, and Caleb’s at a job site. I’ve got two motions to suppress on DUIs; can you cover for me? Plead the cases, I don’t care, I just want to get rid of them. Yeah. Thanks.”


  “What’s the matter with Nathaniel?” Patrick asks as she slips the phone back into her bag. “Is he sick?”


  Nina looks away from him; she almost seems embarrassed. “No, they specifically said he wasn’t. We got off to a rocky start today; I’m betting he just needs to sit on the porch with me and regroup.”


  Patrick has spent plenty of hours on the porch with Nathaniel and Nina. Their favorite game in the fall is to bet Hershey’s kisses on which leaf will drop from a given tree first. Nina plays to win, just like she does with everything else in her life, but then she claims she is too stuffed to reap the bounty and she donates all her chocolate to Nathaniel. When Nina is with her son, she seems—well, brighter, more colorful—and softer. When they are laughing with their heads bent close, Patrick sometimes sees her not as the attorney she is now but as the little girl who was once his partner in crime.


  “I could go get him for you,” Patrick suggests.


  “Yeah, you just can’t leave him in my mailbox.” Nina grins and grabs the other half of Patrick’s sandwich from his plate. “Thanks, but Miss Lydia made a personal request to see me, and believe me, you don’t want to get on that woman’s bad side.” Nina takes a bite, then hands the rest to Patrick. “I’ll call you later.” She hurries out of the bar before Patrick can say good-bye.


  He watches her go. Sometimes he wonders if she ever slows down, if she’s moving so fast through her own life that she cannot even realize the physics of the trajectory she’s taken: Bend the curve of time, and even yesterday looks unfamiliar. The truth is, Nina will forget to call him. And Patrick will phone her instead and ask if Nathaniel is all right. She’ll apologize and say she meant to get back to him all along. And Patrick... well, Patrick will forgive her, just like he always does.


  •••


  “Acting out,” I repeat, looking Miss Lydia in the eye. “Did Nathaniel tell Danny again that I’d put him in jail if he didn’t share the dinosaurs?”


  “No, this time it’s aggressive behavior. Nathaniel’s been ruining other children’s work—knocking down block structures, and at one point he scribbled over a little girl’s drawing.”


  I offer my most winning smile. “Nathaniel wasn’t quite himself this morning. Maybe it’s some kind of virus.”


  Miss Lydia frowned. “I don’t think so, Mrs. Frost. There are other incidents... he was climbing the swing set today, and jumping off the top—”


  “Kids do that kind of thing all the time!”


  “Nina,” Miss Lydia says gently, Miss Lydia who in four years has never used my first name, “was Nathaniel speaking before he came to school this morning?”


  “Well, of course he—” I begin, and then I stop. The bed-wetting, the rushed breakfast, the black mood—there is much I remember about Nathaniel that morning, but the only voice I hear in my mind is my own.


  •••


  I would know my son’s voice anywhere. Pitched and bubbled; I used to wish I could bottle it, like the Sea Witch who stole from the Little Mermaid. His mistakes—hossipal and pisghetti and apple spider—were speed bumps that might keep him from growing up too soon; correct them and he’d reach that destination long before I was ready. As it is, things are already changing too quickly. Nathaniel no longer mixes up his pronouns; he has mastered dipthongs—although I sorely miss hearing him say brudder like a Bowery cop. Just about the only hiccup in speech I can still lay claim to is Nathaniel’s absolute inability to pronounce the letters L and R.


  In my memory, we are sitting at the kitchen table. Pancakes—shaped like ghosts, with chocolate chip eyes—are stacked high in front of us, along with bacon and orange juice. A big breakfast is the way we bribe Nathaniel on the Sundays that Caleb and I feel guilty enough to go to Mass. The sun hits the lip of my glass and a rainbow spills onto my plate. “What’s the opposite of left,” I ask.


  Without missing a beat, Nathaniel says, “White.”


  Caleb flips a pancake. As a kid, he lisped. Listening to Nathaniel brings abject pain, and the belief that his son will be teased mercilessly, too. He thinks we should correct Nathaniel, and asked Miss Lydia if Nathaniel’s pronunciations could be fixed by a speech pathologist. He thinks a child going into kindergarten next year should have the eloquence of Laurence Olivier. “Then what’s the opposite of white?” Caleb asks.


  “Bwack.”


  “Rrrright,” Caleb stresses. “Try it. Rrrrright.”


  “Wwwwhite.”


  “Just leave it, Caleb,” I say.


  But he can’t. “Nathaniel,” he presses, “the opposite of left is right. And the opposite of right is...?”


  Nathaniel thinks about this for a moment. “Ewase,” he answers.


  “God help him,” Caleb mutters, turning back to the stove.


  Me, I just wink at Nathaniel. “Maybe He will,” I say.


  •••


  In the parking lot of the nursery school, I kneel down so that Nathaniel and I are face-to-face. “Honey, tell me what’s wrong.”


  Nathaniel’s collar is twisted; his hands are stained red with fingerpaint. He stares at me with wide, dark eyes and doesn’t say a thing.


  All the words he isn’t speaking rise in my throat, thick as bile. “Honey,” I repeat. “Nathaniel?”


  We just think he needs to be at home, Miss Lydia had said. Maybe you can spend this afternoon with him. “Is that what you need?” I ask out loud, my hands sliding from his shoulders to the soft moon of his face. “Some quality time?” Smiling hard, I fold him into a hug. He is heavy and warm and fits into my arms seamlessly, although at several other points in Nathaniel’s life—his infancy, his toddlerhood—I have been certain that we matched equally as well.


  “Does your throat hurt?” Shake.


  “Does anything hurt?” Another shake.


  “Did something upset you at school? Did someone say something that hurt your feelings? Can you tell me what happened?”


  Three questions, too many for him to process, much less answer. But that doesn’t keep me from hoping that Nathaniel is going to respond.


  Can tonsils become so swollen they impede speech? Can strep come on like lightning? Doesn’t meningitis affect the neck first?


  Nathaniel parts his lips—here, he’s going to tell me now—but his mouth is a hollow, silent cavern.


  “That’s okay,” I say, although it isn’t, not by a long shot.


  •••


  Caleb arrives at the pediatrician’s office while we are waiting to be seen. Nathaniel sits near the Brio train set, pushing it in circles. I’m glaring daggers at the receptionist, who doesn’t seem to understand that this is an emergency, that my son is not acting like my son, that this isn’t a goddamned common cold, and that we should have been seen a half hour ago.


  Caleb immediately goes to Nathaniel, curling his big body into a play space meant for children. “Hey, Buddy. You’re not feeling so great, huh?”


  Nathaniel shrugs, but doesn’t speak. He hasn’t spoken now in God knows how many hours?


  “Does something hurt, Nathaniel?” Caleb says, and that’s about all I can take.


  “Don’t you think I’ve already asked him?” I explode.


  “I don’t know, Nina. I haven’t been here.”


  “Well, he isn’t talking, Caleb. He isn’t responding to me.” The full implications of this—the sad truth that my son’s illness isn’t chicken pox or bronchitis or any of a thousand other things I could understand—make it hard to stand upright. It’s the strange things, like this, that always turn out to be awful: a wart that won’t go away, which metastasizes into cancer; a dull headache that turns out to be a brain tumor. “I’m not even sure if he’s hearing what I say to him, now. For all I know it’s some... some virus that’s attacking his vocal cords.”


  “Virus.” There is a pause. “He was feeling sick yesterday and you shoved him off to school this morning, regardless—”


  “This is my fault?”


  Caleb just looks at me, hard. “You’ve been awfully busy lately, that’s all I’m saying.”


  “So I’m supposed to apologize for the fact that my job isn’t something I can do on my own clock, like yours? Well, excuse me. I’ll ask if the victims would be kind enough to get raped and beaten at a more convenient time.”


  “No, you’ll just hope that your own son has the good sense to get sick when you’re not scheduled in court.”


  It takes me a moment to respond, I’m that angry. “That is so—”


  “It’s true, Nina. How can everyone else’s kid be a priority over your own?”


  “Nathaniel?”


  The soft voice of the pediatric nurse practitioner lands like an ax between us. She has a look on her face I cannot quite read, and I’m not sure if she’s going to ask about Nathaniel’s silence, or his parents’ lack of it.


  •••


  It feels like he’s swallowed stones, like his neck is full of pebbles that shift and grind every time he tries to make a sound. Nathaniel lies on the examination table while Dr. Ortiz gently rubs jelly under his chin, then rolls over his throat a fat wand that tickles. On the computer screen she’s wheeled into the room, salt and pepper blotches rise to the surface, pictures that look nothing like him at all.


  When he crooks his pinky finger, he can reach a crack in the leather on the table. Inside it’s foam, a cloud that can be torn apart.


  “Nathaniel,” Dr. Ortiz says, “can you try to speak for me?”


  His mother and father are looking at him so hard. It reminds him of one time at the zoo, when Nathaniel had stood in front of a reptile cage for twenty whole minutes thinking that if he waited long enough, the snake would come out of its hiding place. At that moment he’d wanted to see the rattlesnake more than he’d ever wanted anything, but it had stayed hidden. Nathaniel sometimes wonders if it was even in there at all.


  Now, he purses his mouth. He feels the back of his throat open like a rose. The sound rises from his belly, tumbling over the stones that choke him. Nothing makes its way to his lips.


  Dr. Ortiz leans closer. “You can do it, Nathaniel,” she urges. “Just try.”


  But he is trying. He is trying so hard it’s splitting him in two. There is a word caught like driftwood behind his tongue, and he wants so badly to say it to his parents: Stop.


  •••


  “There’s nothing extraordinary on the ultrasound,” Dr. Ortiz says. “No polyps or swelling of the vocal cords, nothing physical that might be keeping Nathaniel from speaking.” She looks at us with her clear gray eyes. “Has Nathaniel had any other medical problems lately?”


  Caleb looks at me, and I turn away. So I gave Nathaniel Tylenol, so I’d prayed for him to be all right because I had such a busy morning coming. So what? Ask nine out of ten mothers; they all would have done what I did... and that last one would have thought hard about it before discounting the idea.


  “He came home from church yesterday with a stomachache,” Caleb says. “And he’s still having accidents at night.”


  But that’s not a medical problem. That’s about monsters hiding under the bed, and bogeymen peering in the windows. It has nothing to do with a sudden loss of speech. In the corner, where he is playing with blocks, I watch Nathaniel blush—and suddenly I’m angry with Caleb for even bringing it up.


  Dr. Ortiz takes off her glasses and rubs them on her shirt. “Sometimes what looks like a physical illness isn’t,” she says slowly. “Sometimes these things can be about getting attention.”


  She doesn’t know my son, not nearly as well as I do. As if a five-year-old might even be capable of such Machiavellian plotting.


  “He may not even be consciously aware of the behavior,” the doctor continues, reading my mind.


  “What can we do?” Caleb asks, at the same moment I say, “Maybe we should talk to a specialist.”


  The doctor responds to me, first. “That’s exactly what I was going to suggest. Let me make a call and see if Dr. Robichaud can see you this afternoon.”


  Yes, this is what we need: an ENT who is trained in this sort of illness; an ENT who will be able to lay hands on Nathaniel and feel an impossibly small something that can be fixed. “Which hospital is Dr. Robichaud affiliated with?” I ask.


  “He’s up in Portland,” the pediatrician says. “He’s a psychiatrist.”


  •••


  July. The town pool. A hundred and two degrees in Maine, a record.


  “What if I sink?” Nathaniel asked me. I stood in the shallow end, watching him stare at the water like it was quicksand.


  “Do you really think I’d let you get hurt?”


  He seemed to consider this. “No.”


  “All right then.” I held out my arms.


  “Mom? What if this was a pit of lava?”


  “I wouldn’t be wearing a bathing suit, for one.”


  “What if I get in there and my arms and legs forget what to do?”


  “They won’t.”


  “They could.”


  “Not likely.”


  “One time is all it takes,” Nathaniel said gravely, and I realized he’d been listening to me practice my closings in the shower.


  An idea. I rounded my mouth, raised my arms, and sank to the bottom of the pool. The water hummed in my ears, the world went slow. I counted to five and then the blue shimmied, an explosion just in front of me. Suddenly Nathaniel was underwater and swimming, his eyes full of stars and his mouth and nose blowing bubbles. I caught him tight and broke the surface. “You saved me,” I said.


  Nathaniel put his hands on either side of my face. “I had to,” he said. “So you could save me back.”


  •••


  The first thing he does is draw a picture of a frog that is eating the moon. Dr. Robichaud doesn’t have a black crayon, though, so Nathaniel has to make the night sky blue. He colors so hard the crayon breaks in his hand, and then wonders if someone is going to yell at him.


  No one does.


  Dr. Robichaud told him he could do anything he wanted, while everyone sat around and watched him play. Everyone: his mom and dad, and this new doctor, who has hair so white-yellow that he can see her scalp underneath, beating like a heart. The room has a gingerbread-style dollhouse, a rocking horse for kids younger than Nathaniel, a beanbag chair shaped like a baseball mitt. There are crayons and paints and puppets and dolls. When Nathaniel moves from one activity to another, he notices Dr. Robichaud writing on a clipboard, and he wonders if she is drawing too; if she has the missing black crayon.


  Every now and then she asks him questions, which he couldn’t answer even if he wanted to. Do you like frogs, Nathaniel? And: That chair is comfortable, don’t you think? Most of the questions are stupid ones that grown-ups ask, even though they don’t really want to listen to the answers. Only once has Dr. Robichaud said something that Nathaniel wishes he could respond to. He pushed the button on a chunky plastic tape recorder and the sound that came out was familiar: Halloween and tears all rolled together. “Those are whales singing,” Dr. Robichaud said. “Have you ever heard them before?”


  Yes, Nathaniel wanted to say, but I thought it was just me, crying on the inside.


  The doctor starts to talk to his parents, big words that slide in his ear and then turn tail and run away like rabbits. Bored, Nathaniel looks under the table again for the black crayon. He smoothes the corners of his picture. Then he notices the doll in the corner.


  It’s a boy doll, he sees that the minute he turns it over. Nathaniel doesn’t like dolls; he doesn’t play with them. But he is tugged toward this toy, lying twisted on the floor. He picks it up and fixes the arms and the legs, so that it doesn’t look like it’s hurt anymore.


  Then he glances down and sees the blue crayon, broken, still curled in his hand.


  •••


  How clichéd is this: The psychiatrist brings up Freud. Somatoform disorder is the DSM-IV term for what Sigmund called hysteria—young women whose reaction to trauma manifested itself into valid physical ailments without any etiological physical cause. Basically, Dr. Robichaud says, the mind can make the body ill. It doesn’t happen as often as it did in Freud’s day, because there are so many more acceptable outlets for emotional trauma. But every now and then it still happens, most often in children who don’t possess the right vocabulary to explain what’s upsetting them.


  I glance over at Caleb, wondering if he’s buying any of this. The truth is, I just want to get Nathaniel home. I want to call an expert witness I once used, an ENT in New York City, and ask him for a referral to a specialist in the Boston area who can look at my son.


  Nathaniel was fine yesterday. I am not a psychiatrist, but even I know that a nervous breakdown doesn’t happen overnight.


  “Emotional trauma,” Caleb says softly. “Like what?”


  Dr. Robichaud says something, but the sound is drowned out. My gaze has gone to Nathaniel, who is sitting in the corner of the playroom. In his lap, he holds a doll facedown. With his other hand, he is grinding a crayon between the cheeks of its buttocks. And his face, oh his face—it’s as blank as a sheet.


  I have seen this a thousand times. I have been in the offices of a hundred psychiatrists. I have sat in the corner like a fly on the wall as a child shows what he cannot tell, as a child gives me the proof I need to go prosecute a case.


  Suddenly I am on the floor beside Nathaniel, my hands on his shoulders, my eyes locked with his. A moment later, he is in my arms. We rock back and forth in a vacuum, neither of us able to find words to say what we know is true.


  


  Past the school playground, on the other side of the hill, in the forest—that’s where the witch lives.


  We all know about her. We believe. We haven’t seen her, but that’s a good thing, because the ones who see her are the ones who get taken away.


  Ashleigh says the feeling you get when the wind climbs the back of your neck and you can’t stop shivering; that’s the witch coming too close. She wears a flannel jacket that turns her invisible. She sounds like leaves falling down.


  Willie was in our class. He had eyes sunk so far in his head they sometimes disappeared, and he smelled like oranges. He was allowed to wear his Teva sandals even after it got cold out, and his feet would get muddy and blue, and my mother would shake her head and say, “See?” and I did—I saw, and I wished I could do it too. The thing was, one day Willie was sitting next to me at snack, dunking his graham crackers into his milk until they all became a slushy mountain at the bottom... and the next day, he was gone. He was gone, and he never came back.


  At the hiding spot under the slide, Ashleigh tells us that the witch has taken him. “She says your name, and after that, you can’t help it, you’ll do anything she says. You’ll go anywhere she wants.”


  Lettie starts to cry. “She’ll eat him. She’ll eat Willie.”


  “Too late,” Ashleigh says, and in her hand is a white, white bone.


  It looks too small to come from Willie. It looks too small to come from anything that ever walked. But I know better than anyone what it is: I found it, digging under the dandelions near the fence. I was the one who gave it to Ashleigh.


  “She’s got Danny right now,” Ashleigh says.


  Miss Lydia told us during circle time that Danny was sick. We’d put his face up on the Who’s Here board, flipped over to the sad side. After recess, we were all going to make him a card. “Danny’s sick,” I tell Ashleigh, but she just looks at me like I’m the dumbest person ever. “Did you think they would tell us the truth?” she says.


  So when Miss Lydia isn’t watching, we slip under the fence where the dogs and the rabbits sometimes get in—Ashleigh and Peter and Brianna and me, the bravest. We will save Danny. We will get him before the witch does.


  But Miss Lydia finds us first. She makes us go inside and sit in Time Out and says we should never, never, ever leave the playground. Don’t we know we could get hurt?


  Brianna looks at me. Of course we know; it’s why we left in the first place.


  Peter starts to cry, and tells her about the witch, and what Ashleigh said. Miss Lydia’s eyebrows come together like a fat black caterpillar. “Is this true?”


  “Peter’s a liar. He made the whole thing up,” Ashleigh says, and she doesn’t even blink.


  That’s how I know that the witch has already gotten to her.


  TWO


  Just so you know: if this ever happens to you, you will not be ready. You will walk down a street and wonder how people can behave as if the whole world has not been tipped on its axis. You will comb your mind for signs and signals, certain that one moment—aha!—will trip you like a twisted root. You will bang your fist so hard against the stall door in the public bathroom that your wrist will bruise; you’ll start to cry when the man at the tollbooth tells you to have a nice day. You will ask yourself How come; you will ask yourself What if.


  Caleb and I drive home with an elephant sitting between us. At least this is how it seems: this huge bulk driving us to our separate sides, impossible to ignore, and yet we both pretend we cannot see it. In the backseat, Nathaniel sleeps, holding a half-eaten lollipop given to him by Dr. Robichaud.


  I am having trouble breathing. It is that elephant, again, sitting so close to me with one elbow crushing my chest. “He has to tell us who,” I say finally, the words breaking free like a river. “He has to.”


  “He can’t.”


  That is the issue, in a nutshell. Nathaniel is not able to speak, even if he wants to. He doesn’t know how to read or write yet. Until he can communicate, there is no one to blame. Until he can communicate, this is not a case; this is just a heartache.


  “Maybe the psychiatrist is wrong,” Caleb says.


  I turn in my seat. “You don’t believe Nathaniel?”


  “What I believe is that he hasn’t said anything yet.” He glances in the rearview mirror. “I don’t want to keep talking about this, in front of him.”


  “Do you think that’ll make it go away?”


  Caleb doesn’t respond, and there is my answer. “The next exit’s ours,” I say stiffly, because Caleb is still driving in the left lane.


  “I know where I’m going, Nina.” He brings the car to the right, signals at the exit sign. But a minute later, he misses the turnoff.


  “You just—” The accusation dies as I see his face, striped by grief. I don’t think he even knows he’s crying. “Oh, Caleb.” I reach out to touch him, but that goddamned elephant is in the way. Caleb throws the car into park and gets out, walking along the road’s shoulder, drawing huge breaths that make his chest swell.


  A moment later, he returns. “I’ll turn around and go back,” he announces—to me? To Nathaniel? To himself?


  I nod. And think, If only it were that easy.


  •••


  Nathaniel bites down hard on his back teeth so that the hum of the road goes right through him. He isn’t asleep, but he is pretending to be, which is almost as good. His parents are talking, the words so soft at the corners that he can’t quite hear. Maybe he will never sleep again. Maybe he will just be like a dolphin, and stay half-asleep.


  Miss Lydia taught them about dolphins last year, after they’d turned the classroom into an ocean of blue crepe paper and glitter-glue starfish. So Nathaniel knows these things: that dolphins shut an eye and half their brain, sleeping on one side, while the other side watches out for danger. He knows that mommy dolphins swim for their resting babies, pulling them along in an underwater current, as if they are attached by invisible threads. He knows that the plastic rings which rope six-packs of Coke can hurt dolphins, make them wash up weak onshore. And that even though they breathe air, they’ll die there.


  Nathaniel also knows that if he could, he would roll down the window and jump out, so far that he’d cross the highway barrier and the tall fence to plummet along the rocky cliff, landing in the ocean below. He’d have sleek silver skin and a smile curved permanently on his mouth. He’d have a special body part—like a heart, but different—filled with oil and called a melon, just like the thing you eat in the summertime. Except this would be in the front of his head and would help him find his way even in the blackest ocean, on the blackest night.


  Nathaniel imagines swimming off the coast of Maine toward the other end of the world, where it already feels like summer. He squinches his eyes as tight as he can, concentrates on making a joyful noise, of navigating by those notes, of hearing them bounce back to him.


  •••


  Although Martin Toscher, MD, is considered an authority in his field, he would gladly trade his laurels to completely eliminate his area of expertise. Examining one child for evidence of sexual abuse is more than enough; the fact that he’s logged hundreds of cases in Maine is phenomenally disturbing.


  The subject of the examination lies on the OR table, anesthetized. It would be his suggestion, given the traumatic nature of the exam, but before he had even proposed it to the parents, the mother asked if it could be done that way. Now, Martin walks through the procedure, speaking aloud as he works so that his findings can be recorded. “The glans penis appears normal, Tanner 0.” He repositions the child. “Looking at the anal verge... there are multiple obvious healing abrasions, about one to one and a half centimeters up, that are approximately one centimeter in diameter, on average.”


  He takes an anal speculum from the table nearby. Chances are if there are additional mucosal tears higher up in the bowel wall, they’d know—the child would be physically ill by now. But he lubricates the instrument and gently inserts it, attaches the light source, and cleans out the rectum with a long cotton swab. Well, thank God for that, Martin thinks. “The bowel is clean to eight centimeters.”


  He strips off his gloves and mask, washes up, and leaves the nurses to fuss over the child in recovery. It’s a light anesthesia, it will wear off quickly. The moment he walks out of the operating room, he is approached by the parents.


  “How is he?” asks the father.


  “Nathaniel’s doing well,” Martin replies, the words everyone wants to hear. “He may be a little drowsy this afternoon, but that’s perfectly normal.”


  The mother pushes past all these platitudes. “Were there any findings?”


  “There did seem to be evidence consistent with an assault,” the doctor says gently. “Some rectal abrasions that are healing. It’s hard to say when they were incurred, but they’re certainly not fresh. Maybe a week or so’s gone by.”


  “Is the evidence consistent with penetration?” Nina Frost demands.


  Martin nods. “It’s not from falling down on a bicycle, for example.”


  “Can we see him?” This from the boy’s father.


  “Soon. The nurses will page you when he’s awake in recovery.”


  He starts to leave, but Mrs. Frost stops him with a hand on his arm. “Can you tell if it was penile penetration? Digital? Or some foreign object?”


  Parents ask whether their children still feel the pain from the assault. If the scar is something that will affect them later on. If they will remember, in the long term, what happened to them. But these questions, well, they make him feel as if he is being cross-examined.


  “There’s no way to know that level of detail,” the doctor says. “All we can say at this point is, yes, something happened.”


  She turns away and stumbles against the wall. Wilts. Within seconds she is a small, keening ball on the floor, her husband’s arms wrapped around her for support. As Martin heads back to the operating suite, he realizes it’s the first time that day he has seen her act like a mother.


  •••


  It’s foolish, I know, but I’ve lived my life believing in superstitions. Not throwing spilled salt over my shoulder or wishing on eyelashes or wearing lucky shoes to trials—instead, I’ve considered my own good luck directly correlated to the misfortunes of others. Starting out as a lawyer, I begged for the sexual assaults and molestations, the horrors no one wants to face. I told myself that if I faced the problems of strangers on a daily basis, it would magically keep me from having to face my own.


  Visiting violence repeatedly, you become inured to atrocity. You can look at blood without blinking, you can say the word rape and not wince. It turns out, though, that this shield is a plastic one. That all defenses break down when the nightmare happens in your own bed.


  On the floor of his bedroom, Nathaniel is playing quietly, still groggy from the anesthesia. He guides Matchbox cars around a track. They zoom to a certain spot, a booster, and suddenly shoot with great speed up a ramp through the jaws of a python. If the car is just the tiniest bit too slow, the snake snaps its mouth shut. Nathaniel’s car passes through with flying colors every time.


  My ears are filled with all the things Nathaniel is not saying: What’s for dinner; can I play on the computer; did you see how fast that car went? His hands close around the Matchbox like the claw of a giant; in this make-believe world he is the one calling the shots.


  The python’s jaws ratchet shut, so loud in this silence that it makes me jump. And then I feel it, the softest jelly-roll along my leg, the bumping up my spine. Nathaniel is holding the Matchbox car, running it up the avenue of my arm. He parks in the hollow of my collarbone, then touches one finger to the tears on my cheek.


  Nathaniel puts the car onto the track and climbs into my lap. His breath is hot and wet on my collar as he burrows close. This makes me feel sick—that he should choose me to keep him safe, when I have already failed miserably. We stay like this for a long time, until evening comes and stars fall onto his carpet, until Caleb’s voice climbs the stairs, searching for us. Over the penance of Nathaniel’s head I watch the car on its track, spinning in circles, driven by its own momentum.


  •••


  Shortly after seven o’clock, I lose Nathaniel. He isn’t in any of his favorite haunts: his bedroom, the playroom, on the jungle gym outside. I had thought Caleb was with him; Caleb thought he was with me. “Nathaniel!” I yell, panicked, but he can’t answer me—he couldn’t answer me even if he felt like giving away his hiding place. A thousand scenes of horror sprint through my mind: Nathaniel being kidnapped from the backyard, unable to scream for help; Nathaniel falling down our well and sobbing in silence; Nathaniel lying hurt and unconscious on the ground. “Nathaniel!” I cry again, louder this time.


  “You take the upstairs,” Caleb says, and I hear the worry in his voice, too. Before I can answer he heads for the laundry room; there is a sound of the dryer door opening and then closing again.


  Nathaniel is not hiding under our bed, or in his closet. He isn’t curled underneath cobwebs in the stairwell that leads to the attic. He isn’t in his toy chest or behind the big wing chair in the sewing room. He isn’t beneath the computer table or behind the bathroom door.


  You’d think I’ve run a mile, I’m panting that hard. I lean against the wall outside the bathroom and listen to Caleb slam cabinets and drawers in the kitchen. Think like Nathaniel, I tell myself. Where would I be if I were five?


  I would be climbing rainbows. I would be lifting rocks to find crickets sleeping underneath; I would be sorting the gravel in the driveway by weight and color. But these are all the things Nathaniel used to do, things that fill the mind of a child before he has to grow up. Overnight.


  There is a thin drip coming from the bathroom. The sink; Nathaniel routinely leaves it on when he brushes his teeth. I suddenly want to see that trickle of water, because it will be the most normal thing I’ve witnessed all day. But inside, the sink is dry as a bone. I turn to the source of the noise, pull back the brightly patterned shower curtain.


  And scream.


  •••


  The only thing he can hear underwater is his heart. Is it like this for dolphins, too? Nathaniel wonders, or can they hear sounds the rest of us can’t—coral blooming, fish breathing, sharks thinking. His eyes are wide open, and through the wet the ceiling is runny. Bubbles tickle his nostrils, and the fish drawn onto the shower curtain make it real.


  But suddenly his mother is there, here in the ocean where she shouldn’t be, and her face is as wide as the sky coming closer. Nathaniel forgets to hold his breath as she yanks him out of the water by his shirt. He coughs, he sneezes sea. He hears her crying, and that reminds him that he has to come back to this world, after all.


  •••


  Oh, my God, he isn’t breathing—he isn’t breathing—and then Nathaniel takes a great gulp of air. He is twice his weight in his soaked clothes, but I wrestle him out of the tub so that he lies dripping on the bathmat. Caleb’s feet pound up the stairs. “Did you find him?”


  “Nathaniel,” I say as close to his face as I can, “what were you doing?”


  His golden hair is matted to his scalp, his eyes are huge. His lips twist, reaching for a word that doesn’t come.


  Can five-year-olds be suicidal? What other reason can there be for finding my son, fully dressed, submerged in a tub full of water?


  Caleb crowds into the bathroom. He takes one look at Nathaniel, dripping, and the draining tub. “What the hell?”


  “Let’s get you out of these clothes,” I say, as if I find Nathaniel in this situation on a daily basis. My hands go to the buttons of his flannel shirt, but he twists away from me, curls into a ball.


  Caleb looks at me. “Buddy,” he tries, “you’re gonna get sick if you stay like this.”


  When Caleb gathers him onto his lap, Nathaniel goes completely boneless. He’s wide-awake, he’s looking right at me, yet I would swear that he isn’t here at all.


  Caleb’s hands begin to unbutton Nathaniel’s shirt. But instead, I grab a towel and wrap it around him. I hold it close at Nathaniel’s neck and lean forward, so that my words fall onto his upturned face. “Who did this to you?” I demand. “Tell me, honey. Tell me so that I can make it better.”


  “Nina.”


  “Tell me. If you don’t tell me, I can’t do anything about it.” My voice hitches at the middle like a rusting train. My face is as wet as Nathaniel’s.


  He’s trying; oh, he’s trying. His cheeks are red with the effort. He opens his mouth, pours forth a strangled knot of air.


  I nod at him, encouraging. “You can do this, Nathaniel. Come on.”


  The muscles in his throat tighten. He sounds like he is drowning again.


  “Did someone touch you, Nathaniel?”


  “Jesus!” Caleb wrenches Nathaniel away from me. “Leave him alone, Nina!”


  “But he was going to say something.” I get to my feet, jockeying to face Nathaniel again. “Weren’t you, baby?”


  Caleb hefts Nathaniel higher in his arms. He walks out of the bathroom without saying another word, cradling our son close to his chest. He leaves me standing in a puddle, to clean up the mess that’s been left behind.


  •••


  Ironically, in Maine’s Bureau of Children, Youth and Family Services, an investigation into child abuse is not an investigation at all. By the time a caseworker can officially open a case, he or she will already have psychiatric or physical evidence of abuse in the child, as well as the name of a suspected perpetrator. There will be no guesswork involved—all the research will have been completed by that point. It is the role of the BCYF caseworker to simply go along for the ride, so that if by some miracle it reaches the trial stage, everything has been done the way the government likes.


  Monica LaFlamme has worked in the Child Abuse Action Network of the BCYF for three years now, and she is tired of coming in during the second act. She looks out the window of her office, a squat gray cube like every other government office in the complex, to a deserted playground. It is a metal swing set resting on a concrete slab. Leave it to the BCYF to have the one play structure left in the region that doesn’t meet updated safety standards.


  She yawns, pinches her finger and thumb to the bridge of her nose. Monica is exhausted. Not just from staying up for Letterman last night, but in general, as if the gray walls and commercial carpet in her office have somehow seeped into her through osmosis. She is tired of filling out reports on cases that go nowhere. She is tired of seeing forty-year-old eyes in the faces of ten-year-old children. What she needs is a vacation to the Caribbean, where there is so much color exploding—blue surf, white sand, scarlet flowers—that it renders her blind to her daily work.


  When the phone rings, Monica jumps in her chair. “This is Monica LaFlamme,” she says, crisply opening the manila folder on her desk, as if the person on the other end of the line has seen her daydreaming.


  “Yes, hello. This is Dr. Christine Robichaud. I’m a psychiatrist up at Maine Medical Center.” A hesitation, and that is all Monica needed to know what is coming next. “I need to report a possible case of sexual abuse against a five-year-old male.”


  She takes notes as Dr. Robichaud describes behaviors she’s seen over and over. She scrawls the name of the patient, the names of his parents. Something nicks the corner of her mind, but she pushes it aside to concentrate on what the psychiatrist is saying.


  “Are there any police reports you can fax me?” Monica asks.


  “The police haven’t been involved. The boy hasn’t identified the abuser yet.”


  At that, Monica puts down her pen. “Doctor, you know I can’t open an investigation until there’s someone to investigate.”


  “It’s only a matter of time. Nathaniel is experiencing a somatoform disorder, which basically renders him mute without any physical cause. It’s my belief that within a few weeks or so, he’ll be able to tell us who did this to him.”


  “What are the parents saying?”


  The psychiatrist pauses. “This is all new behavior.”


  Monica taps her pen on her desk. In her experience, when the parents claim to be completely surprised by the speech or actions of a child who has been abused, it often ends up that one parent or both is the abuser.


  Dr. Robichaud is well aware of this, too. “I thought that you might want to get in at the ground level, Ms. LaFlamme. I referred the Frosts to a pediatrician trained in child sexual abuse cases, for a detailed medical examination of their son. He should be faxing you a report.”


  Monica takes down the information; hangs up the phone. Then she looks over what she’s written, in preparation for beginning yet another case that will most likely fizzle before a conviction is secured.


  Frost, she thinks, rewriting the name. Surely it must be someone else.


  •••


  We lay in the dark, not touching, a foot of space between us.


  “Miss Lydia?” I whisper, and feel Caleb shake his head. “Who, then?


  Who’s alone with him, other than the two of us?”


  Caleb is so quiet I think he’s fallen asleep. “Patrick watched him for a whole weekend when we went to your cousin’s wedding last month.”


  I come up on an elbow. “You’ve got to be kidding. Patrick’s a police officer. And I’ve known him since he was six.”


  “He doesn’t have a girlfriend—”


  “He’s only been divorced for six months!”


  “All I’m saying,” Caleb rolls over, “is you may not know him as well as you think.”


  I shake my head. “Patrick loves Nathaniel.”


  Caleb just looks at me. His response is clear, although he never speaks it aloud: Maybe too much.


  •••


  The next morning Caleb leaves while the moon is still hanging crooked on its peg in the sky. We have discussed this plan, trading our time like chips in a poker game: Caleb will finish his wall, then be home by midday. The implication is that I can go to the office when he returns, but I won’t. My work, it will have to wait. This all happened to Nathaniel when I wasn’t present to bear witness; I cannot risk letting him out of my sight again.


  It’s a noble cause to champion—protecting my child. But this morning I am having trouble understanding lionesses that guard their cubs, and relating more to the hamster that devours her offspring. For one thing, my son hasn’t seemed to notice that I want to be his hero. For another, I’m not so sure I want to be one, either. Not if it means sticking up for a boy who fights me at every turn.


  God, he has every right to hate me for being so selfish now.


  Yet patience has never been my strong point. I solve problems; I seek reprisal. And even though I know it is not a matter of will for Nathaniel, I am angry that his silence is protecting the person who should be held accountable.


  Today Nathaniel is falling apart at the seams. He insists on wearing his Superman pajamas, although it is nearly noon. Worse, he had an accident in his bed last night, so he stinks of urine. It took Caleb over an hour to get him out of his wet clothes yesterday; it took me two hours to realize I don’t have the emotional or physical strength to fight him this morning. Instead, I’ve moved on to another battle.


  Nathaniel sits like a stone gargoyle on his stool, his lips pressed together, resisting my attempts to get some food into him. He has not eaten since breakfast the previous day. I have held up everything from maraschino cherries to a gingerroot, the whole contents of the refrigerator from A to Z and back again. “Nathaniel.” I let a lemon roll off the counter. “Do you want spaghetti? Chicken fingers? I’ll make you whatever you want. Just pick.”


  But he only shakes his head.


  If he does not eat, it isn’t the end of the world. No, that was yesterday. But there is a part of me that believes if I can do this—fill my son—it will keep him from hurting inside. There’s a part of me that remembers the first job of a mother is to feed her child; and if I can succeed at this one small thing, maybe it will mean I have not completely failed him.


  “Tuna? Ice cream? Pizza?”


  He begins to turn slowly on the stool. At first it is a mistake—a slip of his foot that sets him spinning. Then he does it deliberately. He hears me ask a question and he very purposefully ignores me.


  “Nathaniel.”


  Twirl.


  Something snaps. I am angry at myself, at the world, but because it is easier, I lash out at him. “Nathaniel! I am speaking to you!”


  He meets my gaze. Then lazily pivots away from me.


  “You will listen to me, now!”


  Into this charming domestic scene walks Patrick. I hear his voice before he finds us in the kitchen. “Armageddon must be coming,” he calls out, “because I can’t think of any other reason that would keep you away from work two days straight, when—” As he turns the corner, he sees my face and slows down, moving with the same care he’d use to enter a crime scene. “Nina,” he asks evenly, “are you all right?”


  Everything Caleb said about Patrick last night hits me, and I burst into tears. Not Patrick, too; I couldn’t stand for more than one pillar of my world to crumble. I just cannot believe that Patrick might have done this to my son. Here’s proof: Nathaniel hasn’t run screaming from him.


  Patrick’s arms come around me and I swear, if not for that, I would sink onto the floor. I hear my voice; it’s uncontrollable, a verbal twitch. “I’m fine. I’m a hundred percent,” I say, but my conviction shakes like an aspen leaf.


  How do you find the words to explain that the life you woke up in yesterday is not the one you woke up in today? How do you describe atrocities that aren’t supposed to exist? As a prosecutor, I have buffeted myself with legalese—penetration, molestation, victimization—yet not a single one of these terms is as raw and as true as the sentence Someone raped my son.


  Patrick’s eyes go from Nathaniel to me and back again. Is he thinking that I’ve had a breakdown? That stress has snapped me in half? “Hey, Weed,” he says, his old nickname for Nathaniel, who grew by leaps and bounds as an infant. “You wanna come upstairs with me and get dressed, while your mom, um, wipes down the counter?”


  “No,” I say, at the same moment that Nathaniel bolts from the room.


  •••


  “Nina,” Patrick tries again. “Did something happen at Nathaniel’s school?”


  “Did something happen at Nathaniel’s school,” Nina repeats, the words rolling like marbles on her tongue. “Did something happen. Well, that’s the $64,000 question, now, isn’t it?”


  He stares at her. If he looks hard enough, he will find the truth; he always has been able to. At age eleven, he knew that Nina had kissed her first boy, although she had been too embarrassed to tell Patrick; he knew that she’d been accepted to an out-of-state college long before she’d gotten the nerve worked up to confess that she was leaving Biddeford.


  “Someone hurt him, Patrick,” Nina whispers, breaking before his eyes. “Someone, and I... I don’t know who.”


  A shiver rumbles through his chest. “Nathaniel?”


  Patrick has told parents that their teens have died in a drunken car crash. He has supported widows at the graveside of their suicidal husbands. He has listened to the stories of women who’ve lived through rape. The only way to get through it is to step back, to pretend you are not part of this civilization, whose members cause such grief to each other. But this... oh, with this... there is no distance.


  Patrick feels his heart grow too large in his chest. He sits with Nina on the floor of her kitchen as she tells him the details of a story he never wanted to hear. I could walk back through that door, he thinks, and start over. I could turn back time.


  “He can’t speak,” Nina says. “And I don’t know how to make him.”


  Patrick pulls her back at arm’s length. “You do know how. You make people talk to you all the time.”


  When she raises her face, he sees what he’s given her. You cannot be doomed, after all, as long as you can still see the faint outline of hope on the opposite shore.


  •••


  The day after his son goes mute for reasons that Caleb does not want to believe, he walks outside the front door and realizes his home is falling apart. Not in the literal sense, of course—he’s too careful for that. But if you look closely, you notice that the things which should have been taken care of ages ago—the stone path in front of the house, the crest at the top of the chimney, the brick kneewall meant to circle the perimeter of their land—all of these projects had been abandoned for another commissioned by a paying customer. He puts his coffee mug down on the edge of the porch and walks down the steps, trying to look objectively at each site.


  The front path, well, it would take an expert to realize how uneven the stones are; that’s not a priority. The chimney is a pure embarrassment; it’s chipped along the whole left side. But getting to the roof this late in the afternoon doesn’t make any sense, plus, it helps to have an assistant when you’re working that high up. Which means that Caleb turns first to the kneewall, a foot-wide hollow brick embellishment at the perimeter of the road.


  The bricks are stacked at the spot where he’d left off nearly a year ago. He got them from commercial contractors who knew he’d been looking for used bricks, and they come from all over New England—demolished factories and wrecked hospital wards, crumbling colonial homes and abandoned schoolhouses. Caleb likes their marks and scars. He fancies that maybe in the porous red clay there might be some old ghosts or angels; he’d be all right with either walking the edge of his land.


  Thank goodness, he’s already dug below the frost line. Crushed stone rests six inches deep. Caleb hauls a bag of Redi-Mix into his arms and pours it into the wheelbarrow he uses for mixing. Chop and drag, set a rhythm as the water blends with the sand and concrete. He can feel it taking over as soon as he lays the first course of bricks, wiggles them into the cement until they seat—when he puts his whole body into his work like this, his mind goes wide and white.


  It is his art, and it is his addiction. He moves along the edge of the footing, placing with grace. This wall will not be solid; there will be two smooth facings, crowned with a decorative concrete cap. You’ll never know that on the inside, the mortar is rough and ugly, smeared. Caleb doesn’t have to be careful on the spots that no one sees.


  He reaches for a brick and his fingers brush over something smaller, smoother. A plastic soldier—the green army man variety. The last time he’d been working on this, Nathaniel had come with him. While Caleb dug the trench and filled it with stone, his son had hidden a battalion in the fort made of tumbled bricks.


  Nathaniel was three. “I’m gonna take you down,” he had said, pointing the soldier at Mason, the golden retriever.


  “Where did you hear that?” Caleb asked, laughing.


  “I hearded it,” Nathaniel said sagely, “way back when I was a baby.”


  That long ago, Caleb had thought.


  Now, he holds the plastic soldier in his hand. A flashlight trips along the driveway, and for the first time Caleb realizes that it is past sunset; that somehow, in his work, he’s missed the end of the day. “What are you doing?” Nina asks.


  “What does it look like I’m doing?”


  “Now?”


  He turns, hiding the toy soldier in his fist. “Why not?”


  “But it’s... it’s...” She shakes her head. “I’m putting Nathaniel to bed.”


  “Do you need my help?”


  He realizes after the words escape that she will take it the wrong way. Do you want help, he should have said. Predictably, Nina bristles. “I think after five years I can probably figure it out all by myself,” she says, and heads back toward the house, her flashlight leaping like a cricket.


  Caleb hesitates, unsure whether he should follow her. In the end, he chooses not to. Instead he squints beneath the pinpricks of stars and puts the green soldier into the hollow made by the two sides of the wall. He sets bricks on either side, following the course. When this wall is finished, no one will know that this army man sleeps inside. No one but Caleb, that is, who will look at it a thousand times a day and know that at least one flawless memory of his son was saved.


  •••


  Nathaniel lies in bed thinking about the time he took a baby chick home from school. Well, it wasn’t a chick exactly... it was an egg that Miss Lydia had put in the trash, as if they were all too dumb to count that there were now three eggs instead of four in the incubator. The other eggs, though, had turned into little yellow cotton balls that cheeped. So that day before his father picked him up, Nathaniel went into Miss Lydia’s office and slipped the egg out of the garbage can, into the sleeve of his shirt.


  He’d slept with it under his pillow, sure if it had a little more time it would turn into a chick like the others had. But all it had come to were nightmares—of his father making an omelet in the morning, cracking the shell, and a live baby chick falling into the sizzling pan. His father had found the egg beside his bed three days later; it had tumbled to the floor. He hadn’t cleaned the mess up in time: Nathaniel could still remember the silvered dead eye, the knotted gray body, the thing that might have been a wing.


  Nathaniel used to think the Creature he’d seen that morning—it wasn’t a chick, that was for sure—was the scariest something that could ever exist. Even now, from time to time when he blinks, it is there on the backs of his eyelids. He has stopped eating eggs, because he is afraid of what might be inside. An item that looks perfectly normal on the surface might only be disguised.


  Nathaniel stares up at his ceiling. There are even scarier things; he knows that now.


  The door to his bedroom opens wider, and someone steps in. Nathaniel is still thinking of the Creature, and the Other, and he can’t see around the bright hall light. He feels something sink onto the bed, curl around him, as if Nathaniel is the dead thing now and needs to grow a shell to hide inside.


  “It’s okay,” his father’s voice says at his ear. “It’s only me.” His arms come around tight, keep him from trembling. Nathaniel closes his eyes, and for the first time since he’s gone to bed that night, he doesn’t see the chick at all.


  •••


  The moment before we step into Dr. Robichaud’s office the next day, I have a sudden surge of hope. What if she looks at Nathaniel and decides she has misinterpreted his behavior? What if she apologizes, stamps our son’s record with red letters, MISTAKEN? But when we walk inside, there’s a new person joining us, and it is all I need to blow my fairy-tale ending sky high. In a place as small as York County, I couldn’t prosecute child molestation cases and not know Monica LaFlamme. I don’t have anything against her, specifically, just her agency. In our office we change the acronym of BCYF to suit us: TGDSW—Those God Damn Social Workers; or RTSM—Red Tape Society of Maine. The last case I’d worked with Monica had involved a boy diagnosed with oppositional defiance disorder—a condition, ultimately, that prevented us from prosecuting his abuser.


  She gets up, her hands extended, as if she is my best friend. “Nina... I am so, so sorry to hear about this.”


  My eyes are flint; my heart is hard as a diamond. I do not fall for this touchy-feely bullshit in my profession; I’m sure as hell not going to fall for it in my personal life. “What can you do for me, Monica?” I ask bluntly.


  The psychiatrist, I can tell, is shocked. Probably she’s never heard anyone talk back to the BCYF before. Probably she thinks she ought to put me on Prozac.


  “Oh, Nina. I wish I could do more.”


  “You always do,” I say, and that’s the point when Caleb interrupts.


  “I’m sorry, we haven’t been introduced,” he mumbles, squeezing my arm in warning. He shakes hands with Monica and says hello to Dr. Robichaud, ushering Nathaniel inside to play.


  “Ms. LaFlamme is the caseworker assigned to Nathaniel,” the psychiatrist explains. “I thought it might be helpful for you to meet her; have her answer some of your questions.”


  “Here’s one,” I start. “How do I go about getting BCYF uninvolved?”


  Dr. Robichaud looks nervously at Caleb, then at me. “Legally—”


  “Thank you, but legally, I pretty much know the routine. See, that was a trick question. The answer is that the BCYF is already uninvolved. They never get involved.” I’m babbling, I can’t help it. Seeing Monica here is too strange, like work and home have tunneled through the same wormhole in time. “I give you a name and tell you what he did... and then you can go do your job?”


  “Well,” Monica says, her voice as smooth as caramel. I have always hated caramel. “It’s true, Nina, that a victim has to give an ID before we—”


  A victim. She has reduced Nathaniel to any of a hundred cases I have prosecuted over the years. To any of a hundred lousy outcomes. That is why, I realize, seeing Monica LaFlamme in Dr. Robichaud’s office has turned me inside out. It means Nathaniel has already been given a number and a file in a system that I know is bound to fail him.


  “This is my son,” I say through clenched teeth. “I don’t care what procedure calls for. I don’t care if you don’t have an ID; if you don’t get one for months or years. Take the whole population of Maine, then, and rule them out one by one. But start, Monica. Jesus Christ. Start.”


  By the time I finish speaking, the others are staring at me as if I’ve grown another head. I glance at Nathaniel—playing with blocks, although none of these good people convened on his behalf are watching, for God’s sake—and walk out the door.


  Dr. Robichaud catches up to me in the parking lot. Her heels click on the pavement, and I smell a cigarette being lit. “Want one?”


  “Don’t smoke. But thanks.”


  We are leaning against a car that isn’t mine. A black Camaro festooned with fuzzy dice. The door is unlocked. If I get in and drive away, can I steal that person’s life, too?


  “You sound a little... frazzled,” Dr. Robichaud says.


  I have to laugh at that. “Is Understatement 101 a course in med school?”


  “Of course. It’s the prereq for Lying Through One’s Teeth.” Dr. Robichaud takes a final drag and crushes out her cigarette beneath her pump. “I know it’s the last thing you want to hear, but in Nathaniel’s case, time isn’t your enemy.”


  She doesn’t know that. She hadn’t even met Nathaniel a week ago. She doesn’t look at him every morning and remember, in sharp counterpoint, the little boy who used to ask so many questions—why birds on electrical wires don’t get electrocuted, why fire is blue in the center, who invented dental floss—that I once, stupidly, wished for peace and quiet.


  “He’ll come back to you, Nina,” Dr. Robichaud says quietly.


  I squint into the sun. “At what price?”


  She doesn’t have an answer for that. “Nathaniel’s mind is protecting him now. He isn’t in pain. He isn’t thinking about what happened nearly as much as you are.” Hesitating, she extends an olive branch. “I could refer you to an adult psychiatrist, who might be able to prescribe something.”


  “I don’t want any drugs.”


  “Maybe you’d like someone to talk to, then.”


  “Yes,” I say, turning to face her. “My son.”


  •••


  I look at the book once more to check. Then I pat my lap with one hand, and snap my fingers. “Dog,” I say, and as if I’ve cued it, our retriever comes running.


  Nathaniel’s lips curve as I shove the dog away. “No, Mason. Not now.” He turns in a circle beneath the wrought-iron table, settles on my feet. A cool October wind sends leaves parachuting our way—crimson and ocher and gold. They catch in Nathaniel’s hair, bookmark themselves in the pages of the sign language manual.


  Slowly, Nathaniel’s hands creep out from beneath his thighs. He points to himself, then extends his arms, palms upright. Curling his fingers in, he draws his hands close. I want. He pats his lap, tries to snap his fingers.


  “You want the dog?” I say. “You want Mason?”


  Nathaniel’s face goes several shades sunnier. He nods, his mouth gaping wide in a grin. This is his first whole sentence in nearly a week.


  At the sound of his name, the dog lifts his shaggy head and pokes his nose into Nathaniel’s belly. “Well, you asked for it!” I laugh. By the time Nathaniel has managed to push Mason away, his cheeks are flushed with pride. We have not learned much—the signs for want, and more, and drink, and dog. But we have made a start.


  I reach for Nathaniel’s tiny hand, one I have fashioned into all the letters of the American Sign Language alphabet this afternoon... although soft, small fingers don’t stay tangled that well in knots. Folding down his middle and fourth fingers so that all the others are still extended, I help him make the combined I, L, Y that signifies I love you.


  Suddenly Mason leaps up, nearly crashing over the table, and bounds to the gate to greet Caleb. “What’s going on?” he asks, one glance taking in the thick manual, the rigid set of Nathaniel’s hand.


  “We,” I say, pointedly moving my index finger from shoulder to shoulder, “are working.” I make two fists—S handshapes—and tap one on the other, to simulate hard labor.


  “We,” Caleb announces, grabbing the book from the table to tuck it under his arm, “are not deaf.”


  Caleb is not in favor of Nathaniel learning American Sign Language. He thinks if we give Nathaniel such a tool, he might never have the incentive to speak again. I think that Caleb hasn’t spent enough time trying to divine what his son wants to eat for breakfast. “Watch this,” I urge, and nod at Nathaniel, trying to get him to do his sentence again. “He’s so smart, Caleb.”


  “I know he is. It’s not him I’m worried about.” He grabs my elbow. “Can I talk to you alone for a minute?”


  We move inside and close the slider, so that Nathaniel cannot hear. “How many words do you think you have to teach him before you can start using this language to ask him who did it?” Caleb says.


  Bright spots of color rise to my cheeks. Have I been that transparent? “All I want, all Dr. Robichaud wants, is to give Nathaniel a chance to communicate. Because being like this is frustrating him. Today I taught him to say ‘I want the dog.’ Maybe you’d like to explain to me how that’s going to lead to a conviction. Maybe you’d like to explain to your son why you’re so dead set on taking away the only method he has to express himself.”


  Caleb spreads his splayed hands like an umpire. It is the sign for don’t, although I am sure he does not know this. “I can’t fight with you, Nina. You’re too good at it.” He opens the door and kneels down in front of Nathaniel. “You know, it’s an awfully nice day to be sitting here, studying. You could play on the swings, if you want—”


  Play: two Y handshapes, caught at the pinkies to shake. “—or build a road in your sandbox...”


  Build: U handshapes, stacking one on top of the other over and over.


  “... and you don’t have to say anything, Nathaniel, if you’re not ready. Not even with words that you make with your hands.” Caleb smiles at Nathaniel. “Okay?” When Nathaniel nods, Caleb picks him up, swinging him high over his head to sit on his shoulders. “What do you say we go pick the crab apples in the woods?” he asks. “I’ll be your ladder.”


  Just before he breaks the edge of our property, Nathaniel twists on his father’s shoulders. It’s hard to see from this distance, but it seems that he’s holding up a hand. To wave? I start to wave back, and then realize that his fingers are making that I, L, Y combination, then reconfiguring into what looks like a peace sign.


  It may not be technically right, but I can understand Nathaniel, loud and clear.


  I love you, too.


  •••


  Myrna Oliphant, the secretary shared by all five assistant district attorneys in Alfred, is a woman nearly as wide as she is high. Her sensible shoes squeak when she walks, she smells of Brylcreem, and she can allegedly type an astounding hundred words a minute, although no one has ever actually seen her do it. Peter and I always joke that we see more of Myrna’s back than her front, since she seems to have a sixth sense about disappearing the moment any of us need her.


  So when I walk into my office eight days after Nathaniel stops speaking, and she comes right up to me, I know everything’s wrong. “Nina,” she says, tsking. “Nina.” She puts her hand to her throat—there are real tears in her eyes. “If there’s anything...”


  “Thank you,” I say, humbled. It does not surprise me that she knows what has happened; I told Peter and I’m sure he filled everyone else in on the relevant details. The only sick days I’ve ever used have been when Nathaniel had strep or chicken pox; in a way my absence from work now has been no different, except that this illness is more insidious. “But you know, right now, I just need to get things taken care of here, so that I can go back home.”


  “Yes, yes.” Myrna clears her throat, going professional. “Your messages, of course, Peter’s been taking care of. And Wallace is expecting you.” She heads back to her desk, but hesitates a moment, remembering. “I put a note up at the church,” she says, and that’s when I remember she, too, is a member of the congregation at St. Anne’s. There is a small roped square on the News and Notes bulletin board, where people can request that a Hail Mary or Our Father be said for family members or friends in need. Myrna smiles at me. “Maybe God’s listening to those prayers even now.”


  “Maybe.” I do not say what I’m thinking: And where was God when it happened?


  My office is just the way I left it. I sit gingerly in my swivel chair, push the papers around on my desk, scan my phone messages. It is good to come back to a place that looks, and is, exactly the way I’ve remembered it in my mind.


  A knock. Peter comes in, then shuts the door behind him. “I don’t know what to say,” he admits.


  “Then don’t say anything. Just come in and sit down.”


  Peter sprawls in the chair on the other side of my desk. “Are you sure, Nina? I mean, is it possible that the psychiatrist is jumping to conclusions?”


  “I saw the same behaviors she did. And I jumped to the same conclusions.” I look up at him. “A specialist found physical proof of penetration, Peter.”


  “Oh, Jesus.” Peter clasps his hands between his knees, at a loss. “What can I do for you, Nina?”


  “You’ve been doing it. Thanks.” I smile at him. “Whose brain matter was it, in the car?”


  Peter’s eyes are soft on my face. “Who the hell cares? You shouldn’t be thinking about that. You shouldn’t even be here.”


  I am torn between confiding in him, and ruining his good impression of me. “But Peter,” I admit quietly, “it’s easier.”


  There is a long moment of silence. And then: “Best year,” Peter dares.


  I grab the lifeline. That’s simple—I was promoted, and had Nathaniel, within months of each other. “1996. Best victim?”


  “Polly Purebred, from the Underdog cartoon.” Peter glances up as our boss, Wally Moffett, comes into my office. “Hey, chief,” he says to Wally, and then to me, “Best friend?” Peter gets up, heads for the door. “The answer is me. Whatever, whenever. Remember that.”


  “Good man,” Wally says, as Peter leaves. Wally is the standard-issue district attorney: lean as a shark, with a full head of hair and a mouthful of capped movie-star teeth that could win him reelection all by themselves. He’s also an excellent lawyer; he can cut to the heart before you realize the first incision has even been made. “Needless to say, this job is here when you’re ready,” Wally begins, “but I’ll personally bar the door if you plan on coming back anytime soon.”


  “Thanks, Wally.”


  “I’m sorry as hell, Nina.”


  “Yeah.” I glance down at my blotter. There’s a calendar underneath it. No pictures of Nathaniel are on my desk—a long habit I kept from District Court, when the scum of the earth would come in to plead their cases in my office. I didn’t want them to know I had a family. I didn’t want that to come back and haunt me.


  “Can I... can I try the case?”


  The question is so small, it takes a moment to realize I’ve asked it. The pity in Wally’s eyes makes me drop my own gaze to my lap. “You know you can’t, Nina. Not that I’d rather have anyone else lock this sick fuck up. But no one in our office can do it. It’s a conflict of interest.”


  I nod, but I still can’t speak. I wanted that, I wanted it so badly.


  “I’ve already called the district attorney’s office in Portland. There’s a guy up there who’s good.” Wally smiles crookedly. “Almost as good as you are, even. I told them what was going on, and that we might need to borrow Tom LaCroix.”


  There are tears in my eyes when I thank Wallace. For him to have gone out on a limb like this—before we even have a perp to prosecute—is extraordinary.


  “We take care of our own,” Wally assures me. “Whoever did this is going to pay.”


  It is a line I’ve used myself, to appease frantic parents. But I know, even as I say it, that there will be an equal cost extracted from their child. Still, because it is my job, and because I usually have no case without a testifying witness, I tell the parents I’d do anything to get that monster into jail. I tell the parents that in their shoes I’d do whatever it takes, including putting their children on the stand.


  But now I’m the parent, and it is my child, and that changes everything.


  •••


  One Saturday I took Nathaniel to my office, so that I could finish up some work. It was a ghost town—the Xerox machines sleeping like beasts, the computers blinking blind, the telephones quiet. Nathaniel occupied himself with the paper shredder while I reviewed files. “How come you named me Nathaniel?” he asked, out of the blue.


  I checked off the name of a witness on a pad. “It means ‘Gift from God.’”


  The jaws of the paper shredder ground together. Nathaniel turned to me. “Did I come wrapped and everything?”


  “You weren’t quite that kind of a gift.” As I watched, he turned off the shredder and began to play with the collection of toys I kept in the corner for children who had the misfortune of being brought to my office. “What name would you rather have?”


  When I was pregnant, Caleb would end each day by saying good night to his baby with a different name: Vladimir, Grizelda, Cuthbert. Keep this up, I had told him, and this baby’s going to arrive with an identity crisis.


  Nathaniel shrugged. “Maybe I could be Batman.”


  “Batman Frost,” I repeated, completely serious. “It’s got a nice ring to it.”


  “There are four Dylans in my school—Dylan S. and Dylan M. and Dylan D. and Dylan T.—but there isn’t another Batman.”


  “Which is an important consideration.” All of a sudden I felt Nathaniel crawling under the hollow of my desk, a warm weight on my feet. “What are you doing?”


  “Batman needs a cave, Mom, duh.”


  “Ah. Right.” I folded my legs underneath me to give Nathaniel more room, and scrutinized a police report. Nathaniel’s hand stretched up to grab a stapler, an impromptu walkie-talkie.


  The case was a rape, and the victim had been found comatose in the bathtub. Unfortunately, the perp had been smart enough to run the water, thereby obliterating nearly any forensic evidence we might have gotten. I turned the page in the file and stared at gruesome police photos of the crime scene, the sunken eggplant face of the woman who had been assaulted.


  “Mom?”


  Immediately I whipped the photo facedown. This was precisely why I did not mix my work life and my home life. “Hmm?”


  “Do you always catch the bad guys?”


  I thought of the victim’s mother, who could not stop crying long enough to give a statement to the police. “Not always,” I answered.


  “Most of the time?”


  “Well,” I said. “At least half.”


  Nathaniel considered this for a moment. “I guess that’s good enough to be a superhero,” he said, and that was when I realized this had been an interview for the position of Robin. But I didn’t have time to be a cartoon sidekick.


  “Nathaniel,” I sighed. “You know why I came in here.” Specifically, to get ready for Monday’s opening arguments. To go over my strategy and my witness list.


  I looked at Nathaniel’s waiting face. Then again, maybe justice was best served from a Batcave. An oxymoron chased through my mind: I am going to get nothing done today. I am doing everything I want to. “Holy Guacamole, Batman,” I said, kicking off my shoes and crawling underneath my desk. Had I ever known that the interior wall was made of cheap pine, and not mahogany? “Robin reporting for duty, but only if I get to drive the Batmobile.”


  “You can’t be Robin for real.”


  “I thought that was the point.”


  Nathaniel stared at me with great pity, as if someone like me really ought to have learned the rules of the game this far along in life. Our shoulders bumped in the confines of my desk. “We can work together and everything, but your name has to be Mom.”


  “Why?”


  He rolled his eyes. “Because,” Nathaniel told me. “It’s who you are.”


  •••


  “Nathaniel!” I call out, blushing a little. It’s not a sin, is it, to have no control over one’s child? “I’m sorry, Father,” I say, holding the door wide to let him inside. “He’s been... shy lately with visitors. Yesterday, when the UPS man came, it took me an hour to find where he was hiding.”


  Father Szyszynski smiles at me. “I told myself I should have called first, instead of dropping in unannounced.”


  “Oh, no. No. It’s wonderful that you came.” This is a lie. I have no idea what to do with a priest in my house. Do I serve cookies? Beer? Do I apologize for all the Sundays I don’t make it to Mass? Do I confess to lying in the first place?


  “Well, it’s part of the job,” Father Szyszynski says, tapping his collar. “The only thing I have to do on Friday afternoons is eavesdrop on the ladies’ auxiliary meeting.”


  “Is that considered a perk?”


  “More like a cross to bear,” the priest says, and smiles. He sits down on the couch in the living room. Father Szyszynski is wearing high-tech running sneakers. He does local half-marathons; his times are posted on the News and Notes boards, next to the index cards that request prayers for the needy. There is even a photo of him there, lean and fit, without his collar, crossing a finish line—in it, he looks nothing like a priest; just a man. He’s in his fifties, but he appears to be ten years younger. Once, I heard him say that he’d tried to make a pact with Satan for eternal youth, but he couldn’t find the devil’s extension in the diocese phone book.


  I wonder which nosy gossip in the church rumor mill told the priest about us. “The Sunday school class misses Nathaniel,” he tells me. He’s being politically correct. If he wanted to be more accurate, he’d say that the Sunday school class misses Nathaniel more than half the Sundays of the year, since we don’t make it regularly to Mass. Still, I know that Nathaniel likes coloring pictures in the basement during the service. And he especially likes afterward, when Father Szyszynski reads to the kids from a great, old illustrated children’s Bible while the rest of the congregation is upstairs having coffee. He gets right down onto the floor in their circle, and according to Nathaniel, acts out floods and plagues and prophecies.


  “I know what you’re thinking,” Father Szyszynski says.


  “Do you.”


  He nods. “That in the year 2001 it’s archaic to assume the Church is such a large part of your life it could offer you comfort at a time like this. But it can, Nina. God wants you to turn to Him.”


  I stare right at the priest. “These days I’m not too high on God,” I say bluntly.


  “I know. It doesn’t make much sense, sometimes, God’s will.” Father Szyszynski shrugs. “There have been times I’ve doubted Him myself.”


  “You’ve obviously gotten over it.” I wipe the corner of my eyes; why am I crying? “I’m not even really a Catholic.”


  “Sure you are. You keep coming back, don’t you?”


  But that’s guilt, not faith.


  “Things happen for a reason, Nina.”


  “Oh, yeah? Then do me a favor and ask God what reason there could possibly be for letting a child get hurt like this.”


  “You ask Him,” the priest says. “And when you’re talking, you might want to remember you have something in common—He watched His son suffer, too.”


  He hands me a picture book—David and Goliath, watered down for a five-year-old. “If Nathaniel ever comes out,” he pitches his voice extra loud, “you tell him that Father Glen left a present.” That’s what they call him, all the kids at St. Anne’s, since they can’t pronounce his last name. Heck, the priest has said, after a few tall ones, I can’t pronounce it myself. “Nathaniel particularly enjoyed this story when I read it last year. He wanted to know if we could all make slingshots.” Father Szyszynski stands up, leads the way to the door. “If you want to talk, Nina, you know where to find me. You take care.”


  He starts down the path, the stone steps that Caleb placed with his own hands. As I watch him go I clutch the book to my chest. I think of the weak defeating giants.


  •••


  Nathaniel is playing with a boat, sinking it, then watching it bob to the surface again. I suppose I should be grateful that he’s in this tub at all. But he has been better, today. He has been talking with his hands. And he agreed to this bath, on the condition that he take off his own clothes. Of course I let him, struggling not to run to his aid when he couldn’t work a button through a hole. I try to remember what Dr. Robichaud told us about power: Nathaniel was made helpless; he needs to feel like he’s gaining control of himself again.


  I sit on the lip of the tub, watching his back rise and fall with his breathing. The soap shimmers like a fish near the drain. “Need help?” I ask, lifting one hand up with the other, a sign. Nathaniel shakes his head vigorously. He picks up the bar of Ivory and runs it over his shoulder, his chest, his belly. He hesitates, then plunges it between his legs.


  A thin white film covers him, making him otherworldly, an angel. Nathaniel lifts his face to mine, hands me the soap to put back. For a moment, our fingers touch—in our new language, these are our lips... does that make this a kiss?


  I let the soap drop with a splash, then circle my pursed mouth with a finger. I move my index fingers back and forth, touching and retreating. I point to Nathaniel.


  Who hurt you?


  But my son doesn’t know these signs. Instead, he flings his hands out to the sides, proud to show off his new word. Done. He rises like a sea nymph, water sluicing down the sides of his beautiful body. As I towel off each limb and pull pajamas over Nathaniel, I silently ask myself if I am the only person who has touched him at this place, at that one, until every inch of him is covered again.


  •••


  In the middle of the night Caleb hears a hitch in his wife’s breathing. “Nina?” he whispers, but she doesn’t answer. He rolls onto his side, curls her closer. She’s awake, he can feel it coming from her pores. “Are you all right?” he asks.


  She turns to him, her eyes flat in the dark. “Are you?”


  He pulls her into his arms and buries his face in the side of her neck. Breathing her calms Caleb; she is his own oxygen. His lips trace her skin, hold over her collarbone. He tilts his head so that he can hear her heart.


  He is looking for a place to lose himself.


  So his hand moves from the valley of her waist to the rise of a hip, slips beneath the thin strip of her panty. Nina draws in her breath. She is feeling it too, then. She needs to get away from here, from this.


  Caleb slides lower and rocks his palm against her. Nina grabs tighter at his hair, almost to the point of pain. “Caleb.”


  He is hard now, heavy and pressed into the mattress. “I know,” he murmurs, and he goes to slide a finger inside.


  She is dry as a bone.


  Nina yanks at his hair, and this time he rolls off her, which is what she’s wanted all along. “What is the matter with you!” she cries. “I don’t want to do this. I can’t, now.” She throws back the covers and pads out of the bedroom into the dark.


  Caleb looks down, sees the small drop of semen he’s left on the sheets. He gets out of bed and covers it up, so that he will not have to look at it. Then he follows Nina, searching her out by sheer instinct. For long moments, he stands in the doorway of his son’s bedroom, watching her watch Nathaniel.


  •••


  Caleb does not accompany us to the psychiatrist’s office for our next appointment. He says he has a meeting he cannot reschedule, but I think this is only an excuse. After last night, we have been dancing around each other. Plus, Dr. Robichaud is working on signing now, until Nathaniel gets his voice back, and Caleb disagrees with that tactic. He thinks that when Nathaniel is ready to tell us who hurt him, he will, and until then, we are only pushing.


  I wish I had his patience, but I cannot sit here and watch Nathaniel struggle. I can’t stop thinking that for every single moment Nathaniel is silent, there is someone else in this world who should have been rendered speechless, stopped in his tracks.


  Today, we have worked our way through practical signs for food—cereal, milk, pizza, ice cream, breakfast. The terms in the ASL book are grouped like that—in units that go together. There is a picture of the word, the written letters, and then a sketch of a person making the sign. Nathaniel gets to pick what we study. He has jumped from the seasons, to things to eat, and is now flipping the pages again.


  “Where he’ll stop nobody knows...” Dr. Robichaud jokes.


  The book falls open to a page with a family on it. “Oh, that’s a good one,” I say, trying the sign at the top—the F handshapes making a circle away from oneself.


  Nathaniel points to the child. “Like this, Nathaniel,” Dr. Robichaud says. “Boy.” She mimics touching the bill of a baseball cap. Like many of the signs I’ve learned, this one is a perfect match to the real thing.


  “Mother,” the psychiatrist continues, helping Nathaniel hold out his hand, touch the thumb to the side of his chin, and wiggle the fingers.


  “Father.” The same sign, but the thumb touches the side of the forehead. “You do it,” Dr. Robichaud says.


  •••


  Do it.


  All those thin black lines on the page have tangled together, a fat snake that’s coming toward him, grabbing him by the neck. Nathaniel can’t breathe. He can’t see. He hears Dr. Robichaud’s voice all around him, father father father.


  Nathaniel lifts his hand, puts a thumb to his forehead. He wiggles the fingers of his hand. This sign looks like he’s making fun of someone.


  Except it isn’t funny at all.


  •••


  “Look at that,” the psychiatrist says, “he’s better than we are, already.” She moves on to the next sign, baby. “That’s good, Nathaniel,” Dr. Robichaud says after a moment. “Try this one.”


  But Nathaniel doesn’t. His hand is jammed tight to the side of his head, his thumb digging into his temple. “Honey, you’re going to hurt yourself,” I tell him. I reach for his hand and he jumps back. He will not stop signing this word.


  Dr. Robichaud gently closes the ASL book. “Nathaniel, do you have something you want to say?”


  He nods, his hand still fanning out from the side of his head. All the air leaves my body. “He wants Caleb—”


  Dr. Robichaud interrupts. “Don’t speak for him, Nina.”


  “You can’t think that he—”


  “Nathaniel, has your daddy ever taken you somewhere, just the two of you?” the psychiatrist asks.


  Nathaniel seems confused by the question. He nods slowly.


  “Has he ever helped you get dressed?” Another nod. “Has he ever hugged you, in your bed?”


  I am frozen in my seat. My lips feel stiff when I speak. “It’s not what you’re thinking. He just wants to know why Caleb isn’t here. He misses his father. He wouldn’t have needed a sign if it was... if it was...” I can’t even say it. “He could have pointed, a thousand times over,” I whisper.


  “He might have been afraid of the consequences of such a direct identification,” Dr. Robichaud explains. “A label like this gives him an extra layer of psychological protection. Nathaniel,” she continues gently. “Do you know who hurt you?”


  He points to the ASL book. And signs father again.


  •••


  Be careful what you wish for. After all these days, Nathaniel has given a name, and it is the one I would never have expected to hear. It is the one that renders me as immobile as a stone, the very material Caleb prefers to work with.


  I listen to Dr. Robichaud make the call to BCYF; I hear her tell Monica there is a suspect, but I am a hundred miles away. I’m watching with the objectivity of someone who knows what will happen next. A detective will be put on the case; Caleb will be called in for questioning. Wally Moffett will contact the Portland DA’s office. Caleb will either confess and be convicted on the strength of that statement; or else Nathaniel will have to accuse him in open court.


  This nightmare is only just beginning.


  He could not have done it. I know this as well as I know anything about Caleb after so many years. I can still see him walking the halls at midnight, holding an infant Nathaniel by his feet, the only position in which our colicky baby would stop screaming. I can see him sitting next to me at Nathaniel’s graduation from the two-day class in preschool, how he’d cried without shame. He is a good, strong, solid man; the kind of man you would trust with your life, or your child’s.


  But if I believe that Caleb is innocent, it means I don’t believe Nathaniel.


  Small memories prick at my mind. Caleb, suggesting that Patrick might be the one to blame. Why bring up his name, if not to take the heat off himself? Or Caleb telling Nathaniel he didn’t have to learn sign language if he didn’t want to. Anything, to keep the child from confessing the truth.


  I have met convicted child molesters before. They don’t wear badges or brands or tattoos announcing their vice. It’s hidden under a soft, grandfatherly smile; it’s tucked in the pocket of a button-down shirt. They look like the rest of us, and that’s what makes it so frightening—to know that these beasts move among us, and we are none the wiser.


  They have girlfriends and wives who have loved them, unaware.


  I used to wonder how mothers wouldn’t have some inkling that this was going on in their homes. There had to have been a moment where they made a conscious decision to turn away before they saw something they didn’t want to. No wife, I used to think, could sleep next to a man and not know what was playing through the loop of his mind.


  “Nina.” Monica LaFlamme touches my shoulder. When did she even arrive? I feel like I’m coming awake from a coma; I shake myself into consciousness and look for Nathaniel right away. He’s playing in the psychiatrist’s office, still, with a Brio train set.


  When the social worker looks at me, I know that this is what she’s suspected all along. And I cannot blame her. In her shoes, I would have thought the same thing. In fact, in the past, I have.


  My voice is old, stripped. “Have the police been called?”


  Monica nods. “If there’s anything I can do for you...”


  There is somewhere I need to go, and I cannot have Nathaniel with me. It hurts to have to ask, but I have lost my barometer for trust. “Yes,” I ask. “Will you watch my son?”


  •••


  I find him at the third job site, making a stone wall. Caleb’s face lights up as he recognizes my car. He watches me get out, and then he waits, expecting Nathaniel. It’s enough to propel me forward, so that by the time I reach him I am nearly at a dead run, and I slap him as hard as I can across the face.


  “Nina!” Caleb catches my wrists and holds me away from him. “What the hell!”


  “You bastard. How could you, Caleb? How could you?”


  He pushes me away, rubbing his fingers against his cheek. My hand rises on it, a bright print. Good. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Caleb says. “Slow down.”


  “Slow down?” I spit out. “I’ll make it really simple: Nathaniel told us. He told us what you did to him.”


  “I didn’t do anything to him.”


  For a long moment, I don’t say a word, just stare. “Nathaniel said I... I...,” Caleb falters. “That’s ridiculous.”


  It is what they all say, the guilty ones, and it makes me unravel. “Don’t you dare tell me that you love him.”


  “Of course I do!” Caleb shakes his head, as if to clear it. “I don’t know what he said. I don’t know why he said it. But Nina, Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ.”


  When I don’t respond, every year we’ve spent together unspools, until we are both standing knee deep in a litter of memories that don’t matter. Caleb’s eyes are wide and wet. “Nina, please. Think about what you’re saying.”


  I look down at my hands, one fist gripping the other tightly. It is the sign for in. In trouble. In love. In case. “What I think is that kids don’t make this up. That Nathaniel didn’t make this up.” I raise my gaze to his. “Don’t come home tonight,” I say, and I walk back to my car with great precision, as if my heart has not gone to pieces inside me.


  •••


  Caleb watches the taillights of Nina’s car disappear down the road. The dust that’s kicked up in her wake settles, and the scene still looks like it did a minute ago. But Caleb knows things are completely different now; that there is no going back.


  He will do anything for his son. Always has, always will.


  Caleb looks down at the wall he’s been crafting. Three feet, and it took him the better part of the day. While his son was in a psychiatrist’s office, turning the world inside out, Caleb has been lifting stone, fitting it side by side. Once when he’d been dating Nina he’d shown her how to set together rocks with proportions that did not seem to meet. All you need is one edge in common, he’d told her.


  Case in point, this jagged piece of quartz, kitty-corner to a fat, low block of sandstone. Now, he lifts the piece of sandstone and hurls it into the road, where it breaks into pieces. He raises the quartz and sends it spinning into the woods behind him. He demolishes the wall, all this work, piece by careful piece. Then he sinks into the pile of rubble and presses his dusty hands to his eyes, crying for what cannot be put back together.


  •••


  I have one more place to go. In the clerk’s office of the East District Court, I move like an automaton. Tears keep coming, no matter how I try to will them away. This is not a professional demeanor, but I couldn’t care less. This is not a professional matter, it’s a personal one.


  “Where do you keep the protective order forms for juveniles?” I ask the clerk, a woman who is new to the court, and whose name I have forgotten.


  She looks at me as if she’s afraid to answer. Then she points to a bin. She fills it out for me, as I feed her the answers in a voice that I can’t place.


  Judge Bartlett receives me in chambers. “Nina.” He knows me, they all do. “What can I do for you?”


  I hold the form out for him and lift my chin. Breathe, speak, focus. “I am filing this on behalf of my son, Your Honor. I’d prefer not to do it in open court.”


  The judge’s eyes hold mine for a long second, then he takes the paper from my hands. “Tell me,” he says gently.


  “There is physical evidence of sexual abuse.” I am careful not to say Nathaniel’s name. That, I cannot bear yet. “And today, he identified the abuser as his father.” His father, not my husband.


  “And you?” Judge Bartlett asks. “Are you all right?”


  I shake my head, my lips pressed tight together. I grasp my hands so tightly that I lose feeling in the fingers. But I don’t say a word.


  “If there’s anything I can do,” the judge murmurs. But there is nothing he can do, or anyone else, no matter how many times the offer is extended. Everything has already been done. And that is the problem.


  The judge scrawls the craggy landscape of his signature across the bottom of the form. “You know this is only temporary. We’ll have to have a hearing in twenty days.”


  “That’s twenty days I have to figure this out.”


  He nods. “I’m sorry, Nina.”


  So am I. For not seeing what was under my nose. For not knowing how to protect a child in the world, but only in the legal system. For every choice I’ve made that has brought me to this moment. And, yes, for the restraining order that burns a hole in my pocket the entire drive back to my son.


  


  These are the rules at home:


  Make your bed in the morning. Brush your teeth twice a day. Don’t pull the dog’s ears. Finish your vegetables, even if they’re not as good as the spaghetti.


  These are the rules at school:


  Don’t climb up the outside of the slide. Don’t walk in front of the swings while a friend is swinging. Raise your hand in Circle if you have something to say. Everybody gets to play a game, if they want to. Put on a smock if you’re going to paint.


  I know other rules, too:


  Buckle your seat belt.


  Never speak to a stranger.


  Don’t tell, or you’ll burn in Hell.


  THREE


  Life, it turns out, goes on. There is no cosmic rule that grants you immunity from the details just because you have come face-to-face with a catastrophe. The garbage cans still overflow, the bills arrive in the mail, telemarketers interrupt dinner.


  Nathaniel comes into the bathroom just as I put the cap back on the tube of Preparation H. I read once that rubbing it into the skin around the eyes makes the swelling go down, the red fade. I turn to him with a smile so bright he backs away. “Hey, sweetie. Did you brush your teeth?” He nods, and I take his hand. “Let’s read a book, then.”


  Nathaniel scrambles onto his bed like any other five-year-old—it is a jungle, and he is a monkey. Dr. Robichaud has said that the children bounce back fast, faster even than their parents do. I hold onto this excuse as I open the book—one about a pirate blind in one eye who cannot see that the parrot on his shoulder is actually a poodle. I make it through the first three pages, and then Nathaniel stops me, his hand splayed across the bright painted pictures. His index finger waggles, and then he holds that hand up to his forehead again, making a sign I wish I could never see again.


  Where’s Daddy?


  I take the book and set it on the nightstand. “Nathaniel, he’s not coming home tonight.” He’s not coming home any night, I think.


  He frowns at me. He doesn’t know how to ask why yet, but that is what’s caught in his head. Is he thinking that he’s responsible for Caleb’s exile? Has he been told there will be some kind of retribution, for confessing?


  Holding his hands between mine—to keep him from interrupting—I try to make this as easy as I can. “Right now, Daddy can’t be here.”


  Nathaniel tugs his arms free, curls his fingers up and in. I want.


  God, I want, too. Nathaniel, angry, turns away from me. “What Daddy did,” I say brokenly, “was wrong.”


  At that, Nathaniel bolts upright. He shakes his head vehemently.


  This, I’ve seen before. If a parent is the one sexually abusing a child, the child is often told that it’s a measure of love. But Nathaniel keeps shaking his head, so hard that his hair flies from side to side. “Stop. Nathaniel, please stop.” When he does, he looks at me with the strangest expression, as if he does not understand me at all.


  It is why I say the words out loud. I need to hear the truth. I need confirmation from my son. “Did Daddy hurt you?” I whisper, the leading question Dr. Robichaud would not ask, would not let me ask.


  Nathaniel bursts into tears and hides under his covers. He will not come out, not even when I say I’m sorry.


  •••


  Everything in the motel room is the color of wet moss—the frayed rug, the bowl of the sink, the bilious bedspread. Caleb turns on the heat and the radio. He takes off his shoes and sets them neatly beside the door.


  This is not a home; this is barely a residence. Caleb wonders about the other people staying at these efficiency cabins here in Saco. Are they all in limbo like him?


  He cannot imagine sleeping here one night. And yet he knows he will live here a lifetime, if that is what it takes to help his son. He would give anything, for Nathaniel. Even, apparently, himself.


  Caleb sits on the edge of the bed. He picks up the phone, then realizes he has no one to call. But he holds the receiver to his ear for a few moments, until the operator gets on and reminds him that no matter what, on the other end, someone is listening.


  •••


  There is nothing for it: Patrick can’t start his day without a chocolate croissant. The other cops rib him about it constantly—Too upscale for doughnuts, are you, Ducharme? He brushes it off, willing to suffer some teasing as long as the police secretary who orders the daily tray of baked goods includes his personal favorite. But that morning, when he walks into the cafeteria to grab his snack and fill his coffee cup, Patrick’s croissant is missing.


  “Aw, come on,” he says to the beat cop standing next to him. “Are you guys being assholes? Did you hide it in the ladies’ room again?”


  “We didn’t touch it, Lieutenant, swear.”


  Sighing, Patrick walks out of the cafeteria to the desk where Mona is checking her e-mail. “Where’s my croissant?”


  She shrugs. “I placed the same order as always. Don’t ask me.”


  Patrick begins to walk through the police station, scanning the desks of the other detectives and the room where the street officers relax during their breaks. He passes the chief in the hall. “Patrick, you got a second?”


  “Not right now.”


  “I have a case for you.”


  “Can you leave it on my desk?”


  The chief smirks. “Wish you were half as single-minded about your police work as you are about your damn doughnuts.”


  “Croissants,” Patrick calls to his retreating back. “There’s a difference.”


  In the booking room, seated next to the bored desk sergeant, he finds the perp: a kid who looks like he was playing cop in his dad’s uniform. Brown hair, bright eyes, chocolate on his chin. “Who the hell are you?” Patrick demands.


  “Officer Orleans.”


  The desk sergeant folds his hands over his ample stomach. “And the detective who’s about to rip your head off, here, is Lieutenant Ducharme.”


  “Why’s he eating my breakfast, Frank?”


  The older cop shrugs. “Because he’s only been here a day—”


  “Six hours!” the kid proudly corrects.


  Frank rolls his eyes. “He don’t know better.”


  “You do.”


  “Yeah, but if I told him so I wouldn’t have gotten to see all this excitement.”


  The rookie holds out the remaining bite of the croissant, his peace offering. “I, uh, I’m sorry, Lieutenant.”


  Patrick shakes his head. He considers going to the fridge and raiding the lunch the kid’s mom has probably packed him. “Don’t let it happen again.”


  Hell of a way to start a day; he counts on the combination of caffeine in the chocolate and his coffee to get him jump-started. By ten o’clock, no doubt, he’ll have a monster headache. Patrick stalks back to his desk and plays his voice mail—three messages; the only one he really cares about is Nina’s. “Call me,” it says—that’s all, no name, nothing. He picks up the phone, then notices the file that the chief has left on his desk.


  Patrick opens the manila folder, reads the report from BCYF. The telephone receiver falls to the desk, where it lies buzzing long after he has run out of his office.


  •••


  “All right,” Patrick says evenly. “I’m going to get right on this. I’ll go and talk to Caleb the minute I leave here.”


  It’s about all I can take, the incredible level calm of his voice. I drive my hands through my hair. “For God’s sake, Patrick. Will you just stop being such a... such a cop?”


  “You want me to tell you that I feel like beating him unconscious for doing this to Nathaniel? That then I’d beat him up all over again for what he’s done to you?”


  The fury in his voice takes me by surprise. I tilt my head, playing his anger over in my mind. “Yes,” I answer softly. “I do want you to tell me that.” He rests his hand on the back of my head. It feels like a prayer. “I don’t know what to do.”


  Patrick’s fingers cup my skull, separate the strands of my hair. I give myself up to this; imagine that he’s unraveling my thoughts. “That’s why you’ve got me,” he says.


  •••


  Nathaniel balks when I tell him where we’re going. But if I stay inside for another minute, I am going to lose my mind.


  Light falls through the stained-glass ceiling panels of St. Anne’s, washing Nathaniel and me in a rainbow. At this hour, on a weekday, the church is as quiet as a secret. I walk with great care, trying not to make any more of a sound than is absolutely necessary. Nathaniel drags his feet, scuffing his sneakers along the mosaic floor.


  “Stop that,” I whisper, and immediately wish I hadn’t. My words reverberate against the stone arches and the polished pews and come running back to me. Trays of white votives glow; how many of these have been lit for my son?


  “I’ll only be a minute,” I tell Nathaniel, settling him in one of the pews with a handful of Matchbox cars. The polished wood makes a perfect racetrack—to prove this, I send a hot rod speeding to the other end. Then I walk toward the confessionals before I change my mind.


  The booth is tight and overheated. A grate slides open against my shoulder; although I cannot see him, I can smell the starch Father Szyszynski uses on his clerical shirts.


  There is a comfort to confession, if only because it follows rules that are never broken. And no matter how long it’s been, you remember, as if there is a collective Catholic subconscious. You speak, the priest answers. You begin with the littlest sins, stacking them like a tower of alphabet blocks, and the priest gives you a prayer to knock them all down, so that you can start over.


  “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been four months since my last confession.”


  If he’s shocked, he does a good job of hiding it.


  “I... I don’t know why I’m here.” Silence. “I found out something, recently, that is tearing me apart.”


  “Go on.”


  “My son... he’s been hurt.”


  “Yes, I know. I’ve been praying for him.”


  “I think... it seems... it’s my husband who did this to him.” On the small folding chair, I am doubled over. Sharp pains move through me, and I welcome them—by now, I had thought myself incapable of feeling anything.


  There is such a long silence I wonder if the priest has heard me. Then: “And what is your sin?”


  “My... what?”


  “You can’t confess for your husband.”


  Anger bubbles up like tar, burning my throat. “I didn’t intend to.”


  “Then what did you want to confess today?”


  I have come to simply speak the words aloud to someone whose job is to listen. But instead I say, “I didn’t keep my son safe. I didn’t see it at all.”


  “Innocence isn’t a sin.”


  “How about ignorance?” I stare at the latticework between us. “How about being naïve enough to think that I actually knew the man I fell in love with? How about wanting to make him suffer the way Nathaniel’s suffering?”


  Father Szyszynski lets this statement stand. “Maybe he is.”


  My breath catches. “I love him,” I say thickly. “I love him just as much as I hate him.”


  “You need to forgive yourself for not being aware of what was happening. For wanting to strike back.”


  “I don’t know if I can.”


  “Well, then.” A pause. “Can you forgive him?”


  I look at the shadow that is the priest’s face. “I am not that godly,” I say, and exit the confessional before he can stop me.


  What’s the point; I am already living my penance.


  •••


  He doesn’t want to be here.


  The church, it sounds the way it does inside his head—a whooshing that’s louder than all the words that aren’t being spoken. Nathaniel looks at the little room his mother has gone into. He pushes a car down the pew. He can hear his heart.


  He sets the rest of the Matchbox cars into their parking spots and inches his way out of the pew. With his hands burrowed under his shirt like a small animal, Nathaniel tiptoes down the main aisle of the church.


  At the altar he kneels down on the steps to pray. He’d learned a prayer in Sunday school, one he was supposed to do at night that he usually forgot. But he remembers that you can pray for anything. It’s like a birthday candle wish, except it goes straight to God.


  He prays that the next time he tries to say something with his hands, everyone will understand. He prays that he will get his daddy back.


  Nathaniel notices a marble statue beside him—a woman, holding Baby Jesus on her lap. He forgets her name, but she’s all over the place here—on paintings and wall hangings and more stone sculptures. In every one, there’s a mother with a child.


  He wonders if once there was a daddy standing on that pedestal, in that painting, portrayed with the rest of the holy family. He wonders if everyone’s father gets taken away.


  •••


  Patrick knocks on the door of the cabin that the manager of Coz-E-Cottages has pointed out. When it swings open, Caleb stands on the other side, red-eyed and unshaven. “Look,” Patrick says right away, “this is incredibly awkward.”


  Caleb looks at the police shield in Patrick’s hand. “Something tells me it’s a little more awkward for me than for you.”


  This is the man who has lived with Nina for seven years. Slept beside her, made a baby with her. This is the man who has had the life Patrick wanted. He had thought that he’d come to terms with the way things had worked out. Nina was happy, Patrick wanted her to be happy, and if that meant that he himself was out of the picture, so be it. But that equation only worked when the man Nina chose was worthy. When the man Nina chose didn’t make her cry.


  Patrick has always believed Caleb to be a good father, and it stuns him a little, now, to realize how badly he wants Caleb to be the perp. If he is, it immediately discredits Caleb. If he is, there is proof that Nina picked the wrong guy.


  Patrick feels his fingers curve into fists, but he tamps down on the urge to inflict pain. In the long run, that’s not going to help either Nina or Nathaniel.


  “Did you put her up to this?” Caleb says tightly.


  “You did this all by yourself,” Patrick answers. “Are you willing to come down to the station?”


  Caleb grabs a jacket from the bed. “Let’s go right now,” he says.


  At the threshold of the door, he reaches out and touches Patrick’s shoulder. Instinct makes Patrick tense; reason forces him to relax. He turns and looks coolly at Caleb. “I didn’t do it,” Caleb says quietly. “Nina and Nathaniel, they’re the other half of me. Who would be stupid enough to throw that away?”


  Patrick does not let his eyes betray him. But he thinks, for the first time, that perhaps Caleb is telling the truth.


  •••


  Another man might not have felt comfortable with the relationship between his own wife and Patrick Ducharme. Although Caleb had never doubted Nina’s fidelity—or even her feelings for him—Patrick wore his tattered heart on his sleeve. Caleb had spent enough dinners watching Patrick’s eyes follow his wife around the kitchen; he’d seen Patrick spin Nathaniel in the air and tuck the boy’s giggles into his pockets when he thought no one was looking. But Caleb did not mind, really. After all, Nina and Nathaniel were his. If he felt anything for Patrick, it was pity, because he wasn’t as lucky as Caleb.


  Early on, Caleb had been jealous of Nina’s close friendship with Patrick. But she was a woman with a number of male friends. And it quickly became clear that Patrick was too much a part of Nina’s past: Asking her to remove him from her life would have been a mistake, like separating Siamese twins who grew out from a shared heart.


  He is thinking of Nina, now, as he sits at the scarred table in the investigation room of the police station with Patrick and Monica LaFlamme. He is remembering, specifically, the way Nina categorically denied any suggestion that Patrick might have been the one to hurt Nathaniel—yet just a few days later, had seemingly accused Caleb without a second thought.


  Caleb shivers. Once, Patrick had said that they keep the interrogation rooms ten degrees cooler than the rest of the station, to make suspects physically uncomfortable. “Am I under arrest?” he asks.


  “We’re just talking.” Patrick doesn’t meet Caleb’s eye. “Old friends.”


  Old friends, oh yes. Like Hitler and Churchill.


  Caleb doesn’t want to be sitting here, defending himself. He wants to talk to his boy. He wants to know if Nina finished reading him the pirate book. He wants to know if Nathaniel wet his bed again.


  “We might as well get started.” Patrick turns on a tape recorder.


  Caleb suddenly realizes his best source of information is sitting three feet away. “You saw Nathaniel,” he murmurs. “How is he?”


  Patrick glances up, surprised. He’s used to being the one who asks the questions.


  “Was he okay, when you were there? Did he look like he’d been crying?”


  “He was... he was all right, given the circumstances,” Patrick says. “Now—”


  “Sometimes, if he’s not eating, you can distract him by talking about something he likes. Soccer, or frogs, like that. And while you talk you just keep putting food on his fork. Tell Nina.”


  “Let’s talk about Nathaniel.”


  “What do you think I’m doing? Has he said anything yet? Verbally, I mean. Not with his hands?”


  “Why?” Patrick asks guardedly. “Are you worried he might have more to tell us?”


  “Worried? I wouldn’t care if the only word he could say was my name. I wouldn’t care if it meant I’d be locked up for life. I just want to hear it for myself.”


  “His accusation?”


  “No,” Caleb says. “His voice.”


  •••


  I have run out of places to go. The bank, the post office, an ice cream for Nathaniel. A local park, the pet store. Since leaving the church, I have dragged us from building to building, running errands that don’t need to be done, all so that I won’t have to go back to my own home.


  “Let’s visit Patrick,” I announce, swinging into the parking lot of the Biddeford police station at the last minute. He’ll hate me for this—checking up on his investigation—but above all, he’ll understand. In the backseat of the car, Nathaniel slumps to the side, letting me know what he thinks of this idea.


  “Five minutes,” I promise.


  The American flag cracks sharply in the cold wind as Nathaniel and I walk up the path toward the front door. Justice for all. When we are about twenty feet away, the door opens. Patrick steps out first, shielding his eyes against the sun. Directly behind him are Monica LaFlamme and Caleb.


  Nathaniel sucks in his breath, then wrenches free of me. At the same moment, Caleb sees him and goes down on one knee. His arms catch Nathaniel tight, hold him close. Nathaniel looks up at me with a wide smile, and in that awful moment I realize he thinks I have planned this for him, a wonderful surprise.


  Patrick and I stand a distance away, bookends, bracketing this story as it happens.


  He comes to his senses first. “Nathaniel,” Patrick says quietly, firmly, and he goes to pull my son away. But Nathaniel is having none of that. He wraps his arms around Caleb’s neck, he tries to burrow inside his coat.


  Over our son’s head, Caleb’s eyes meet mine. He stands up, taking Nathaniel with him.


  I force myself to look away. To think of the hundreds of children I’ve met—the ones who are bruised and filthy and starving and neglected—who scream as they are removed from their homes, and beg to stay with an abusive mother or father.


  “Buddy,” Caleb says quietly, forcing Nathaniel to look at him. “You know I’d like nothing better than to spend some time with you right now. But... I have something to do.”


  Nathaniel shakes his head, his face crumpling.


  “I’m gonna see you just as soon as I can.” Caleb walks toward me, bouncing Nathaniel in his arms; peels him off his own body and settles him into my embrace. By now, Nathaniel is crying so hard that the silent sobs choke him. His rib cage shudders under my palm like a dragon coming to life.


  As Caleb heads toward his truck, Nathaniel lifts his gaze. His eyes are slitted and nearly black. He raises his fist and hits me on the shoulder. Then he does it again, and again, a tantrum waged against me.


  “Nathaniel!” Patrick says sharply.


  But it doesn’t hurt. Not nearly as much as the rest.


  •••


  “You have to expect some regression,” Dr. Robichaud says quietly, as we both watch Nathaniel lie listlessly on his stomach on the carpet of the playroom. “His family is coming apart; in his mind, he’s responsible for it.”


  “He ran to his father,” I say. “You should have seen it.”


  “Nina, you know better than most people that doesn’t prove Caleb’s innocent. Kids in that situation believe they’ve got a special bond with the parent. Nathaniel running to him—that’s textbook behavior.”


  Or maybe, I let myself think, Caleb did nothing wrong. But I push the doubt away, because I am on Nathaniel’s side now. “So what do I do?”


  “Absolutely nothing. You keep being the mother you always have been. The more Nathaniel understands that parts of his life are going to remain the same, the more quickly he’ll overcome the changes.”


  I bite my lip. It is in Nathaniel’s best interests to admit to my own faults, but that’s never easy to do. “That may not be the best idea. I work a sixty-hour week. I wasn’t exactly the hands-on parent. Caleb was.” Too late, I realize these were not the right words to use. “I mean... well, you know what I mean.”


  Nathaniel has rolled onto his side. Unlike the other times we’ve been in Dr. Robichaud’s office, nothing has engaged his attention today. The crayons sit untouched, the blocks are neatly stacked in the corner, the puppet theater is a ghost town.


  The psychiatrist takes off her glasses and wipes them on her sweater. “You know, as a woman of science, I’ve always believed that we have the power to shape our own lives. But there’s a big part of me that also thinks things happen for a reason, Nina.” Dr. Robichaud glances toward Nathaniel, who has gotten to his feet now, and is finally moving toward the table. “Maybe he’s not the only one who’s starting over.”


  •••


  Nathaniel wants to disappear. It can’t be that hard; it happens every day to all sorts of things. The rain puddle outside the school is gone by the time the sun is in the middle of the sky. His blue toothbrush vanishes and is replaced by a red one. The cat next door goes out one night and never comes back. When he thinks about all this, it makes him cry. So he tries to dream of good things—X-Men and Christmas and maraschino cherries—but he can’t even make pictures of them in his head. He tries to imagine his birthday party, next May, and all he can see is black.


  He wishes he could close his eyes and fall asleep forever, just stay in that place where dreams feel so real. Suddenly he has a thought: Maybe this is the nightmare. Maybe he’ll wake up and everything will be the way it is supposed to be.


  From the corner of his eye Nathaniel sees that fat stupid book with all the hands in it. If it wasn’t for that book, if he’d never learned how to talk with his fingers, if he’d stayed quiet, this wouldn’t have happened. Drawn upright, he walks to the table where it rests.


  It’s a loose-leaf, the kind of binder with three big teeth. Nathaniel knows how to open one; they have them at home. When the jaw is wide he takes out the first page, the one with a happy smiling man using his hand to say hello. The next page shows a dog, and a cat, and the signs for them. Nathaniel throws both on the floor.


  He starts ripping out big chunks of paper, scattering them all around his feet like snow. He stomps on the pages with pictures of food. He tears in half the ones that show a family. He watches himself do this on the magic wall, a mirror on this side but glass out there. And then he looks down, and sees something.


  This picture, it’s the one he’s been looking for all along.


  He grabs the piece of paper so hard it wrinkles in his fist. He runs to the door that leads into Dr. Robichaud’s office, where his mother is waiting. He does it just the way the black-and-white man on the page does. Pinching together his thumb and his forefinger, Nathaniel drags them across his neck, as if he is cutting his own throat.


  •••


  He wants to kill himself.


  “No, Nathaniel,” I say, shaking my head. “No, baby, no.” Tears are running down his cheeks, and he holds fast to my shirt. When I reach for him he fights me, smooths a paper over my knee. He jabs his finger at one of the sketches.


  “Slowly,” Dr. Robichaud instructs, and Nathaniel turns to her. He draws a line across his windpipe again. He taps together his forefingers. Then he points to himself.


  I look down at the paper, at the one sign I do not recognize. Like the other groupings in the ASL book, this one has a heading. RELIGIOUS SYMBOLS. And the motion of Nathaniel’s hands has not been suicidal. He has been tracing an imaginary clerical collar; this is the sign for priest.


  Priest. Hurt. Me.


  Tumblers click in my mind: Nathaniel mesmerized by the word father—although he has always called Caleb daddy. The children’s book Father Szyszynski brought, which disappeared before we even had a chance to read it at bedtime, and still has not turned up. The fight Nathaniel put up this morning when I told him we were going to church.


  And I remember one more thing: a few weeks ago, one Sunday when we’d mustered the effort to go to Mass. That night, when Nathaniel was getting undressed, I noticed he was wearing underwear that wasn’t his. Cheap little Spiderman briefs, instead of the $7.99 miniature boxers I bought at GapKids so that Nathaniel could match his dad. Where are yours? I had asked.


  And his answer: At church.


  I assumed he’d had an accident at Sunday school and had received this spare pair from his teacher, who rummaged through the Goodwill bin. I made a mental note to thank Miss Fiore for taking care of it. But I had a wash to do and a child to bathe and a pair of motions to write, and I never did get a chance to speak to the teacher.


  Now, I take my son’s shaking hands, and I kiss the fingertips. Now, I have all the time in the world. “Nathaniel,” I say, “I’m listening.”


  •••


  An hour later, in my own home, Monica carries her mug to the sink. “Is it all right with you if I tell your husband?”


  “Of course. I would have told him myself, but...” My voice trails off.


  “That’s my job,” she finishes, saving me from speaking the truth: Now that I have forgiven Caleb, I do not know if he will forgive me.


  I busy myself with the dishes—rinsing our mugs, squeezing dry the tea bags and putting them into the trash. I have specifically tried to focus on Nathaniel since leaving Dr. Robichaud’s office—not only because it is the right thing to do, but because I am a terrible coward at heart. What will Caleb say, do?


  Monica’s hand touches my forearm. “You were protecting Nathaniel.”


  I look directly at her. No wonder there is a need for social workers; the relationships between people knot so easily, there needs to be a person skilled at working free the threads. Sometimes, though, the only way to extricate a tangle is to cut it out and start fresh.


  She reads my mind. “Nina. In your shoes, he would have reached the same conclusions.”


  A knock on the door captures our attention. Patrick lets himself in, nods to Monica. “I’m just on my way out,” she explains. “If you want to reach me later, I’ll be in my office.”


  This is directed to both Patrick and me. Patrick will need her, presumably, to be kept abreast of the case. I will need her, presumably, for moral support. As soon as the door closes behind Monica, Patrick steps forward. “Nathaniel?”


  “He’s in his room. He’s okay.” A sob hops the length of my throat. “Oh, my God, Patrick. I should have known. What did I do? What did I do?”


  “You did what you had to,” he says simply.


  I nod, trying to believe him. But Patrick knows it isn’t working. “Hey.” He leads me to one of the stools in the kitchen, sits me down. “Remember when we were kids, and we used to play Clue?”


  I wipe my nose with my sleeve. “No.”


  “That’s because I always trounced you. You’d pick Mr. Mustard every time, no matter what the evidence said.”


  “I must have let you win.”


  “Good. Because if you’ve done it before, Nina, it’s not going to be that hard to do it again.” He puts his hands on my shoulders. “Give over. I know this game, Nina, and I’m good at it. If you let me do what I have to, without messing yourself up in the process, we can’t lose.” Suddenly he takes a step away from me, stuffs his hands into his pockets. “And you’ve got other things to work on, now.”


  “Other things?”


  Patrick turns, meets my eye. “Caleb?”


  It’s like that old contest: Who will blink first? This time, I can’t bear it; I am the one to look away. “Then go lock him up, Patrick. It’s Father Szyszynski. I know it, and you know it. How many priests have been convicted of doing just this—shit!” I wince, my own mistake hammering back. “I talked to Father Szyszynski about Nathaniel during confession.”


  “You what? What were you thinking?”


  “That he was my priest.” Then I glance up. “Wait. He thinks it’s Caleb. That’s what I thought, then. That’s good, right? He doesn’t know that he’s the suspect.”


  “What’s important is whether Nathaniel knows it.”


  “Isn’t that crystal clear?”


  “Unfortunately, it’s not. Apparently, there’s more than one way to interpret the word father. And by the same logic, there’s a whole country full of priests out there.” He looks at me soberly. “You’re the prosecutor. You know this case can’t afford another mistake.”


  “God, Patrick, he’s only five. He signed priest. Szyszynski is the only priest he even knows, the only priest who has any contact with him on a regular basis. Go ahead and ask Nathaniel if that’s who he meant.”


  “That’s not going to stand up in court, Nina.”


  Suddenly I realize that Patrick has not come only for Nathaniel; he has also come for me. To remind me that while I’m being a mother, I still have to think like a prosecutor now. We cannot name the accuser for Nathaniel; he has to do it himself. Otherwise, there is no chance of a conviction.


  My mouth is dry. “He isn’t ready to talk yet.”


  Patrick holds out his hand to me. “Then let’s just see what he can tell us today.”


  •••


  Nathaniel is on the top bunk, sorting his daddy’s old collection of baseball cards into piles. He likes the feel of their frayed edges, and the way they smell gray. His dad says to be careful, that one day these could pay for college, but Nathaniel couldn’t care less. Right now he likes touching them, staring at all the funny faces, and thinking that his dad used to do the same thing.


  There’s a knock, and his mom comes in with Patrick. Without hesitation, Patrick climbs up the ladder—all six-feet-two inches of him squashing into the small space between ceiling and mattress. It makes Nathaniel smile a little. “Hey, Weed.” Patrick thumps the bed with a fist. “This is comfy. Gotta get me one of these.” He sits up, pretends to crack his head on the ceiling. “What do you think? Should I ask your mom to buy me a bed like this too?”


  Nathaniel shakes his head and hands Patrick a card. “Is this for me?” Patrick asks, then reads the name and smiles broadly. “Mike Schmidt, rookie. I’m sure your dad will be thrilled you’ve been so generous.” He tucks it into his pocket and takes out a pad and pen at the same time. “Nathaniel, you think it would be all right if I asked you some questions?”


  Well. He is tired of questions. He is tired, period. But Patrick climbed all the way up here. Nathaniel jerks his head, yes.


  Patrick touches the boy’s knee, slowly, so slowly that it doesn’t even make Nathaniel jump, although these days everything does. “Will you tell me the truth, Weed?” he asks softly.


  Slower this time, Nathaniel nods.


  “Did your daddy hurt you?”


  Nathaniel looks at Patrick, then at his mother, and emphatically shakes his head. He feels something open up in his chest, making it easier to breathe.


  “Did somebody else hurt you?”


  Yes.


  “Do you know who it was?”


  Yes.


  Patrick’s gaze is locked with Nathaniel’s. He won’t let him turn away, no matter how badly Nathaniel wants to. “Was it a boy or a girl?”


  Nathaniel is trying to remember—how is it said again? He looks at his mother, but Patrick shakes his head, and he knows that, now, it is all up to him. Tentatively, his hand comes up to his head. He touches his brow, as if there is a baseball cap there. “Boy,” he hears his mother translate.


  “Was it a grown-up, or a kid?”


  Nathaniel blinks at him. He cannot sign those words.


  “Well, was he big like me, or little like you?”


  Nathaniel’s hand hovers between his own body, and Patrick’s. Then falls, deliberately, in the middle.


  That makes Patrick grin. “Okay, it was a medium guy, and it was someone you know?”


  Yes.


  “Can you tell me who?”


  Nathaniel feels his whole face tighten, muscles bunching. He squeezes his eyes shut. Please please please, he thinks. Let me. “Patrick,” his mother says, and she takes a step forward, but Patrick holds out a hand and she stops.


  “Nathaniel, if I brought you a bunch of pictures”—he points to the baseball cards—“like these... do you think you could show me who this person was?”


  Nathaniel’s hands flutter over the piles, bumblebees choosing a place to light. He looks from one card to the other. He cannot read, he cannot speak, but he knows that Rollie Fingers had a handlebar moustache, Al Hrabosky looked like a grizzly bear. Once something sticks in his head, it stays there; it’s just a matter of getting it back out again.


  Nathaniel looks up at Patrick; and he nods. This, this he can do.


  •••


  Monica has been in accommodations far worse than the efficiency suite where she finds Caleb Frost, but this is almost more jarring, and she thinks it is because she has seen the sort of home where he is supposed to be. The minute Caleb recognizes her face through the keyhole of the door, he throws it open. “What’s the matter with Nathaniel?” he asks, true fear washing over his features.


  “Nothing. Nothing at all. He’s made another disclosure. A new ID.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “It means you’re no longer a suspect, Mr. Frost,” Monica says quietly.


  Questions rise in him like a bonfire. “Who,” Caleb manages, the word tasting of ash.


  “I think you should go home and speak to your wife about it,” she answers, then turns briskly and walks away, her purse tucked primly beneath her arm.


  “Wait,” Caleb calls out. He takes a deep breath. “Is... is Nina okay with that?”


  Monica smiles, lets the light reach her eyes. “Who do you think asked me to come?”


  •••


  Peter agrees to meet me at the district court, where I’m going to have the restraining order vacated. The process takes all of ten minutes, a rubber stamp, with the judge asking only one question: How is Nathaniel?


  By the time I come into the lobby, Peter is racing through the front door. He immediately comes toward me, concern drawing down the corners of his mouth. “I got here as soon as I could,” he says breathlessly. His eyes dart to Nathaniel, holding my hand.


  He thinks I need him to twist the letter of the law for me, squeeze blood from the stone heart of a judge, do something to stack the scales of justice in my favor. Suddenly I am embarrassed by the reason I called him.


  “What is it?” Peter demands. “Anything, Nina.”


  I slip my hands in my coat pockets. “I really just wanted to get a cup of coffee,” I admit. “I wanted to feel, for five minutes, like everything was back the way it used to be.”


  Peter’s gaze is a spotlight; it sees down to my soul. “I can do that too,” he says, and loops his arm through mine.


  •••


  Although there are no seats left at the bar at Tequila Mockingbird by the time Patrick arrives, the bartender takes one look at him and hints strongly to a visiting businessman that he take his drink to a booth in the back. Patrick wraps his black mood around him like a parka, hops onto the vacant stool, and signals to Stuyvesant. The bartender comes over pouring his usual, Glenfiddich. But he hands Patrick the bottle, and keeps the glass of scotch behind the bar. “Just in case someone else here wants a shot,” Stuyv explains.


  Patrick looks at the bottle, at the bartender. He tosses his car keys on the counter, a fair trade, and takes a long swig of the liquor.


  By now, Nina has been to the court and back. Maybe Caleb has made it home in time for dinner. Maybe they’ve gotten Nathaniel to bed early, and are even now lying in the dark next to each other.


  Patrick picks up his bottle again. He has been in their bedroom before. Big king-size bed. If he was married to her, they’d sleep on a narrow cot, that’s how close to her he would be.


  He’d been married himself for three years, because he believed that if you wanted to get rid of a hole, you filled it. He had not realized at the time that there were all sorts of fillers that took up space, but had no substance. That made you feel just as empty.


  Patrick pitches forward as a blond woman hits him hard on the shoulder. “You pervert!”


  “What the hell?”


  She narrows her eyes. They are green, and caked with too much mascara. “Did you just touch my ass?”


  “No.”


  Suddenly, she grins, insinuating herself between Patrick and the elderly man on his right. “Well, damn. How many times will I have to walk by before you do?”


  Sliding her drink beside Patrick’s bottle, she holds out her hand. Manicured. He hates manicured hands. “I’m Xenia. And you are?”


  “Really not interested.” Patrick smiles tightly, turns back to the bar.


  “My mom didn’t raise a quitter,” Xenia says. “What do you do for a living?”


  “I’m a funeral director.”


  “No, really.”


  Patrick sighs. “I’m on the vice squad.”


  “No, really.”


  He faces her again. “Really. I’m a police officer.”


  Her eyes widen. “Does that mean I’m busted?”


  “Depends. Did you break any laws?”


  Xenia’s gaze travels the length of his body. “Not yet.” Dipping a finger in her drink—something pink and frothy—she touches her shirt, and then his. “Wanna go to my place and get out of these wet clothes?”


  He blushes, then tries to pretend it didn’t happen. “Don’t think so.”


  She props her chin on her fist. “Guess you better just buy me a drink.”


  He starts to turn her down again, then hesitates. “All right. What are you having?”


  “An Orgasm.”


  “Of course,” Patrick says, hiding a smile. It would be so easy—to go home with this girl, waste a condom and a few hours’ sleep, get the itch out of his blood. Chances are, he could fuck her without ever telling her his name. And in return, for just a few hours, he would feel like someone wanted him. He would be, for a night, someone’s first choice.


  Except this particular someone would not be his first choice.


  Xenia trails her nails along the nape of Patrick’s neck. “I’m just going to carve our initials in the door of the ladies’ room,” she murmurs, backing away.


  “You don’t know my initials.”


  “I’ll make them up.” She gives a little wave, then disappears into the crowd.


  Patrick calls over Stuyvesant and pays for Xenia’s second drink. He leaves it sweating on a cocktail napkin for her. Then he walks out of Tequila Mockingbird stone sober, facing the fact that Nina has ruined him for anyone else.


  •••


  Nathaniel lies on the lower bunk while I read him a book before bedtime. Suddenly, he jackknifes upright and fairly flies across the room, to the doorway where Caleb stands. “You’re home,” I say, the obvious, but he doesn’t hear. He is lost in this moment.


  Seeing them together, I want to kick myself again. How could I ever have believed that Caleb was at fault?


  The room is suddenly too small to hold all three of us. I back out of it, closing the door behind me. Downstairs, I wash the silverware that sits on the drying rack, already clean. I pick Nathaniel’s toys up from the floor. I sit down on the living room couch; then, restless, stand up and arrange the cushions.


  “He’s asleep.”


  Caleb’s voice cuts to the quick. I turn, my arms crossed over my chest. Does that look too defensive? I settle them at my sides, instead. “I’m... I’m glad you’re home.”


  “Are you?”


  His face gives nothing away. Coming out of the shadows, Caleb walks toward me. He stops two feet away, but there might as well be a universe between us.


  I know every line of his face. The one that was carved the first year of our marriage, by laughing so often. The one that was born of worries the year he left the contracting company to go into business for himself. The one that developed from focusing hard on Nathaniel as he took his first steps, said his first word. My throat closes tight as a vise, and all the apologies sit bitter in my stomach. We had been naïve enough to believe that we were invincible; that we could run blind through the hairpin turns of life at treacherous speeds and never crash. “Oh, Caleb,” I say finally, through the tears, “these things, they weren’t supposed to happen to us.”


  Then he is crying too, and we cling to each other, fitting our pain into each other’s hollows and breaks. “He did this. He did this to our baby.”


  Caleb holds my face in his hands. “We’re going to get through it. We’re going to make Nathaniel get better.” But his sentences turn up at the ends, like small animals begging. “There are three of us in this, Nina,” he whispers. “And we’re all in it together.”


  “Together,” I repeat, and press my open mouth against his neck. “Caleb, I’m so sorry.”


  “Shh.”


  “I am, no, I am—”


  He cuts me off with a kiss. The action arrests me; it is not what I have been expecting. But then I grab him by the collar of his shirt and kiss him back. I kiss him from the bottom of my soul, I kiss him until he can taste the copper edge of sorrow. Together.


  We undress each other with brutality, ripping fabric and popping buttons that roll under the couch like secrets. This is the anger overflowing: anger that this has happened to our son, that we cannot turn back time. For the first time in days I can get rid of the rage; I pour it into Caleb, only to realize that he is doing the same to me. We scratch, we bite, but then Caleb lays me down with the softest touch. Our eyes lock when he moves inside me; neither one of us would dare to blink. My body remembers: This is what it is to be filled by love, instead of despair.


  •••


  The last case I worked on with Monica LaFlamme had not been a success. She sent me a report, stating that a Mrs. Grady had called her. Apparently, while drying her seven-year-old off after a bath, Eli grabbed the Mickey Mouse towel and began to simulate sexual thrusting, then named his stepfather as the perp. The child was taken to Maine Medical Center, but there were no physical findings. Oh, and Eli suffered from something called oppositional defiance disorder.


  We met at my office, in the room we use to assess children for competency exams. On the other side of a one-way mirror was a small table, tiny chairs, a few toys, and a rainbow painted on the wall. Monica and I watched Eli run around like a hellion, literally climbing the curtains. “Well,” I said. “This should be fun.”


  In the adjoining room, Mrs. Grady ordered her son to stop. “You need to calm down, Eli,” she said. But that just made him scream more, run more.


  I turned to Monica. “What’s oppositional defiance disorder, anyway?”


  The social worker shrugged. “My guess?” she said, gesturing toward Eli. “That. He does the opposite of what you ask him to do.”


  I gaped at her. “It’s a real psychiatric diagnosis? I mean, it’s not just the definition of being seven years old?”


  “Go figure.”


  “What about forensic evidence?” I unrolled a grocery bag, and pulled out a neatly folded towel. Mickey’s face leered up at me. The big ears, the sideways grin—it was creepy on its own merits, I thought.


  “The mother washed it after the bath that night.”


  “Of course she did.”


  Monica sighed as I handed the towel to her. “Mrs. Grady’s intent on going to trial.”


  “It’s not her decision.” But I smiled as Eli’s mother took a spot beside me and the police officer who was investigating the case. I gave her my spiel, about seeing what information Ms. LaFlamme could get out of Eli, for the record.


  We watched through the mirror as Monica asked Eli to sit down.


  “No,” he said, and started running laps.


  “I need you to come sit down in this chair. Can you do that, please?”


  Eli picked up the chair and threw it in the corner. With supreme patience, Monica retrieved it and set it down beside her own. “Eli, I need you to come sit in this chair for a little while, and then we’ll go get Mommy.”


  “I want my mommy now. I don’t want to be here.” But then he sat down.


  Monica pointed to the rainbow. “Can you tell me what color this is, Eli?”


  “Red.”


  “That’s very good! How about this color?” She touched her finger to the yellow stripe.


  Eli rolled his eyes in her direction. “Red,” he said.


  “Is that red, or is it a different color than the other stripe?”


  “I want my mommy,” Eli shouted. “I don’t want to talk to you. You are a big fat fart.”


  “All right,” Monica said evenly. “Do you want to go get your mommy?”


  “No, I don’t want my mommy.”


  After about five more minutes, Monica terminated the interview. She raised her brows at me through the glass and shrugged. Mrs. Grady leaned forward immediately. “What happens next? Do we set a date for court?”


  At that, I took a deep breath. “I’m not sure what happened to your son,” I said diplomatically. “Probably, there was some abuse involved; his behavior seems to indicate that. And I think you would be wise to assess your husband’s involvement with Eli. However, we can’t prosecute this case criminally.”


  “But... but you just said it. There was abuse. What more does there have to be?”


  “You saw Eli now. There’s no way he’s going to be able to come into a courtroom and sit down on a chair and answer questions.”


  “If you spend more time with him—”


  “Mrs. Grady, it’s not just me. He’s going to have to answer questions posed by the defense attorney and the judge, and there’s going to be a jury a few feet away staring at him, too. You understand better than anyone does what Eli’s behavioral issues are, because you see them on a daily basis. But unfortunately, the legal system doesn’t work for people who can’t respond within its framework.”


  The woman’s face was white as a sheet. “Well... what do you do, then, with cases like this? How do you protect children like Eli?”


  I turned to the one-way mirror, where Eli was breaking crayons in half. “We can’t,” I admitted.


  •••


  I bolt upright in bed, my heart racing. A dream. It has only been a dream. My heart is pounding, sweat covers me like a veil, but my house is still.


  Caleb lies on his side, facing me, breathing deeply. There are silver tracks crossing his face; he has been crying in his sleep. I touch my finger to a tear, bring it to my mouth. “I know,” I whisper, and then lie awake for the rest of the night.


  •••


  I doze off as the sun comes up, and wake to the first frost of the winter. It comes early in Maine, and it changes the landscape. Hoary and barbed, the world is a place that might shatter the moment you step into it.


  Caleb and Nathaniel are nowhere to be found; the house is so quiet it throbs around me as I dress and make my way downstairs. The cold sneaks in through the crack beneath the door and wraps itself around my ankles while I drink a cup of coffee and stare at the note on the table. WE’RE IN THE BARN.


  When I find them, they are mixing mortar. Well, Caleb is. Nathaniel crouches on the floor of the workshop, using bits of brick to outline the dog sleeping on the cement slab floor. “Hey,” Caleb grins, glancing up. “We’re building a brick wall today.”


  “So I see. Has Nathaniel got a hat and gloves? It’s too cold out for—”


  “I’ve got them right here.” Caleb jerks his chin to the left; there are the blue fleece accessories.


  “Well. I have to go out for a little while.”


  “So go.” Caleb drags the hoe through the cement, mixing it.


  But I don’t want to. I’m not needed here; I know that. For years, I’ve been the main breadwinner; the odd wheel out. Lately, though, I’ve gotten used to my own house. Lately, I haven’t much wanted to leave.


  “Maybe I—”


  Whatever I’m about to say is interrupted as Caleb leans down and yells right into Nathaniel’s face. “No!” Nathaniel quails, but not before Caleb grabs his arm and pulls him away.


  “Caleb—”


  “You don’t touch the antifreeze,” Caleb yells at Nathaniel. “How many times do I have to tell you that? It’s poison. It can hurt you badly.” He picks up the bottle of Prestone he’s been mixing into the mortar to keep it from freezing in this temperature, and then covers the mess Nathaniel’s made with a cloth. A stain, alien green, seeps through and spreads. The dog laps at the sweet spill, until Caleb shoves it away. “Get out of there, Mason.”


  In the corner, Nathaniel’s on the verge of tears. “Come here,” I say, opening up my arms. He flies into them, and I kiss the top of his head. “Why don’t you go get a toy from your room to play with while Daddy’s working?”


  Nathaniel runs off to the house with Mason at his heels, both of them smart enough to know a reprieve when it comes up and grabs them. Caleb shakes his head in disbelief. “Just undermine me, Nina, you go right ahead.”


  “I’m not undermining you. I’m... well, look at him, Caleb, you scared him to death. He wasn’t doing it on purpose.”


  “It doesn’t matter. He was told and he didn’t listen.”


  “Don’t you think he’s been through enough lately?”


  Caleb wipes his hands on a towel. “Yes, I do. So how’s he going to take it when the dog he loves drops dead, because he broke the rules and did something he was expressly told not to do?” He caps the Prestone, sets it high on a shelf. “I want him to feel like a normal kid again. And if Nathaniel had done this three weeks ago, you can bet I would have punished him.”


  This logic I can’t even follow. Biting down on my response, I turn and walk out. I am still angry with Caleb by the time I reach the police department and find Patrick asleep at his desk.


  I slam the door of his office, and he nearly falls out of his chair. Then he winces, holds his hand to his head. “I’m just glad to see that you public servants are really earning all my tax dollars,” I say sourly. “Where’s the digital lineup?”


  “I’m working on it,” Patrick responds.


  “Oh, yeah, I can see that you’re really exerting yourself.”


  He stands up and frowns at me. “Who peed in your coffee?”


  “I’m sorry. Just some domestic bliss spilling over. No doubt I’ll find my manners by the time you find probable cause to lock up Szyszynski.”


  Patrick looks me right in the eye. “How’s Caleb?”


  “Fine.”


  “Doesn’t sound like things are fine...”


  “Patrick. I’m here because I need to know that something’s going on. Anything. Please. Show me.”


  He nods and takes my arm. We move through corridors I have never navigated at the Biddeford Police Department, and finally wind up in a back room not much bigger than a closet. The lights are off, a green screen hums on a computer, and the boy who sits in front of the keyboard has acne and a fistful of Munchos. “Dude,” he says to Patrick.


  I turn to Patrick, too. “You’re kidding.”


  “Nina, this is Emilio. Emilio helps us with digital imaging. He’s a computer whiz.”


  He leans over Emilio and hits a button on the keyboard. Ten photos appear on the screen, one of them Father Szyszynski’s.


  I lean forward, look close. There is nothing in the priest’s eyes or his easy smile that would make me believe he is capable of such an abomination. Half of the people in the photos are dressed in the vestments of priests; the other half are wearing the standard issue jumpsuit of the local jail. Patrick shrugs. “The only picture I could find of Szyszynski was in his clerical collar. So I have to make the convicts look like priests, too. That way there won’t be any cause for question later on, after Nathaniel makes his ID.”


  He says it like it is going to happen. For that, I adore him. As we watch, Emilio superimposes a collar over a picture of a ham-faced thug. “Got a minute?” Patrick asks me, and when I nod, he leads me out of the little makeshift office, through a side door, and into a courtyard.


  There is a picnic table, a basketball hoop, and around this, a high chain link fence. “All right,” I say immediately. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing’s wrong.”


  “If nothing was wrong, you would have been able to talk to me in front of your teenage hacker.”


  Patrick sits down on the bench of the picnic table. “It’s about the lineup.”


  “I knew it.”


  “Will you just stop?” Patrick waits until I sit down, then looks right into me. Those eyes, they’ve got a history with mine. They were the first things I saw when I came to, after being hit in the skull with a baseball thrown by Patrick at Little League. They were the fortification I needed at sixteen to ride the chairlift at Sugarloaf, although I am terrified of heights. For almost my whole life, they’ve told me I’m doing all right, during moments when it was not in my own power to answer. “You need to understand something, Nina,” Patrick says. “Even if Nathaniel points right to Szyszynski’s picture... it’s a weak disclosure. Surveying a lineup isn’t something a five-year-old can really understand. It could be he picks the only familiar face; it could be he points to anyone, just to get us to leave him alone.”


  “Don’t you think I know that?”


  “You understand what it takes to secure a conviction. We can’t lead him into making an ID just because you want this case to move faster. All I’m saying is that Nathaniel might be able to talk a week from now. Maybe even tomorrow. Eventually, he’s going to be able to say the name of the perp, and that’s going to be a much stronger accusation.”


  Leaning forward, I bury my hands in my hair. “And then what am I supposed to do? Let him testify?”


  “That’s the way it works.”


  “Not when my child’s the victim,” I snap.


  Patrick touches my arm. “Nina, without Nathaniel’s testimony against Szyszynski, you have no case.” He shakes his head, certain I haven’t really thought this through.


  But I have never been more sure of anything in my life. I will do what it takes to keep my son from being a witness. “You’re right,” I tell Patrick. “And that’s why I’m counting on you to get the priest to confess.”


  •••


  Before I realize it, I’ve driven to St. Anne’s. I pull into the parking lot and get out of my car, avoiding the front walk to tiptoe, instead, around to the back of the building. The rectory is here, attached to the main body of the church. My sneakers leave prints in the frost, the trail of an invisible man.


  If I climb onto the ridge of a drainage well, I can see into the window. This is Father Szyszynski’s personal apartment, the living room. A cup of tea sits, the bag still draining, on a side table. A book—Tom Clancy—is cracked open on the couch. All around are gifts he’s received from parishioners: a handmade afghan, a wooden Bible stand, a framed drawing by a child. All of these people believed him, too; I have not been the only sucker.


  What I am waiting for, exactly, I don’t know. But as I stand there I remember the day before Nathaniel had stopped speaking, the last time we had all gone to Mass. There had been a reception for the two clergymen who’d come to visit, a banner hung from the serving table wishing them a safe journey home. I remember that the flavored coffee that morning was hazelnut. That there were no powdered sugar doughnuts left, though Nathaniel had wanted one. I remember talking to a couple I had not seen in several months, and noticing that the other children were following Father Szyszynski downstairs for his weekly storytime. “Go, Nathaniel,” I’d said. He had been hiding behind me, clinging to my legs. I fairly pushed him into joining the others.


  I pushed him into it.


  I stand here on the drainage ditch for over an hour, until the priest comes into his living room. He sits down on the couch and picks up his tea and he reads. He doesn’t know I’m watching him. He doesn’t realize that I can slide into his life, just as surreptitiously as he has slid into mine.


  •••


  As Patrick has promised, there are ten photos—each the size of a baseball card, each with a different “priest” portrayed on the front. Caleb examines one. “The San Diego Pedophiles,” he murmurs. “All that’s missing are the stats.”


  Nathaniel and I come into the room, holding hands. “Well,” I say brightly. “Look who’s here.”


  Patrick gets to his feet. “Hiya, Weed. Remember when I talked to you the other day?” Nathaniel nods. “Will you talk to me today, too?”


  He is already curious about the photos; I can feel it in the way he’s tugging toward the couch. Patrick pats the cushion beside him, and Nathaniel immediately climbs up. Caleb and I sit on either side of them, in two overstuffed chairs. How formal we look, I think.


  “I brought some pictures for you, just like I said I would.” Patrick takes the rest from the manila envelope and arranges them on the coffee table, as if he is going to play solitaire. He looks at me, and then at Caleb—a silent warning that now this is his show. “You remember telling me that someone hurt you, Weed?”


  Yes.


  “And you said you knew who it was?”


  Another nod, this one longer in coming.


  “I want to show you some pictures, and if one of these people is the one who hurt you, I want you to point to it. But if the person who hurt you isn’t in one of the pictures, you just shake your head no, so I know he’s not there.”


  Patrick has phrased this perfectly—an open, legally valid invitation to make a disclosure; a question that does not lead Nathaniel to believe there’s a right answer.


  Even though there is.


  We all watch Nathaniel’s eyes, dark and boundless, moving from one face to another. He is sitting on his hands. His feet don’t quite reach the floor.


  “Do you understand what I need you to do, Nathaniel?” Patrick asks.


  Nathaniel nods. One hand creeps out from beneath a thigh. I want him to be able to do this, oh, I want it so badly it aches, so that this case will be set into motion. And just as badly, for the same reasons, I want Nathaniel to fail.


  His hand floats over each card in succession, a dragonfly hovering over a stream. It lights, but doesn’t settle. His finger brushes Szyszynski’s face, moves on. With my eyes, I try to will him back. “Patrick,” I blurt out. “Ask him if he recognizes anyone.”


  Patrick smiles tightly. Through his teeth, he says, “Nina, you know I can’t do that.” Then, to Nathaniel: “What do you think, Weed? Do you see the person who hurt you?”


  Nathaniel’s finger dips like a metronome, traces the edge of Szyszynski’s card. He hesitates there, then begins to move the other cards. We all wait, wondering what he is trying to tell us. But he slides one photo up, and another, until he has two columns. He connects them with a diagonal. All this deliberation, and it turns out he is only making the letter N.


  “He touched the card. The right one,” I insist. “That ID’s good enough.”


  “It’s not.” Patrick shakes his head.


  “Nathaniel, try again.” I reach over and mess the pictures up. “Show me which one.”


  Nathaniel, angry that I’ve ruined his work, shoves at the cards so that half of them fly off the table. He buries his face on his bent knees and refuses to look at me.


  “That was useful,” Patrick mutters.


  “I didn’t see you doing anything to help!”


  “Nathaniel.” Caleb reaches across me to touch our son’s leg. “You did great. Don’t listen to your mother.”


  “That’s lovely, Caleb.”


  “I didn’t mean it like that and you know it.”


  My cheeks are burning. “Oh, really?”


  Ill at ease, Patrick begins to stuff the pictures back into the envelope. “I think we ought to talk about this somewhere else,” Caleb says pointedly.


  Nathaniel’s hands come up to cover his ears. He burrows sideways, between the sofa pillows and Patrick’s leg. “Now look what you’ve done to him,” I say.


  •••


  The mad in the room is all the colors of fire, and it presses down on him, so that Nathaniel has to make himself small enough to fit in the cracks of the cushions. There is something hard in Patrick’s pocket where he’s pressed up tight to it. His pants smell like maple syrup and November.


  His mother, she’s crying again, and his dad is yelling at her. Nathaniel can remember when just waking up in the morning used to make them happy. Now, it seems that no matter what he does, it’s wrong.


  He knows this is true: What happened happened because of him. And now that he’s dirty and different, his own parents do not know what to do with him.


  He wishes he could make them smile again. He wishes he had the answers. He knows they are there, but they’re dammed up in his throat, behind the Thing He Is Not Supposed to Tell.


  His mother throws up her hands and walks toward the fireplace, her back to everyone. She’s pretending no one can see, but she’s crying hard now. His father and Patrick are trying hard not to look at each other, their eyes bouncing like a Superball off everything in the tiny room.


  When his voice returns, it reminds Nathaniel of the time his mother’s car would not start last winter. She turned the key and the engine groaned, whining and whining before it kicked to life. Nathaniel feels that same thing now, in his belly. That kindling, that croak, the tiniest bubble rising up his windpipe. It chokes him; it makes his chest swell. The name that gets shoved out is feeble, thin as gruel, not nearly the thick and porous block that has absorbed all his words these past weeks. In fact, now that it sits on his tongue, bitter pill, it is hard to believe something this tiny has filled all the space inside him.


  Nathaniel worries no one will hear him, since so many angry words are flying like kites in the room. So he comes up on his knees, presses himself along Patrick’s side, cups his hand to the big man’s ear. And he speaks, he speaks.


  •••


  Patrick feels the warm weight of Nathaniel on his left side. And no wonder; Patrick himself is ducking from the comments Caleb and Nina are winging at each other; Nathaniel has to be faring just as poorly. He slides an arm around the child. “It’s okay, Weed,” he murmurs.


  But then he feels Nathaniel’s fingers brush the hair at his nape. A sound slips into his ear. It’s not much more than a puff of breath, but Patrick has been waiting. He squeezes Nathaniel once more, because of what he’s done. Then he turns to interrupt Caleb and Nina. “Who the hell,” Patrick asks, “is Father Glen?”


  The logical time to search the church is during Mass, when Father Szyszynski—a.k.a. Father Glen, to the children like Nathaniel who cannot pronounce his last name—is otherwise occupied. Patrick cannot remember the last time he went on a hunt for evidence wearing a coat and tie, but he wants to blend in with the crowd. He smiles at strangers while they all file into the church before nine A.M.; and when they turn into the main nave of the church he walks in the opposite direction, down a staircase.


  Patrick doesn’t have a warrant, but then this is a public space, and he does not need one. Still, he moves quietly through the hallway, reluctant to draw attention to himself. He passes a classroom where small children sit wriggling like fish at even smaller tables and chairs. If he were a priest, where would he stash the Goodwill box?


  Nina has told him about the Sunday when Nathaniel came home with a different pair of underwear on beneath his clothes. It might not mean anything. But then again, it might. And Patrick’s job is to overturn all the stones so that when he goes to back Szyszynski into a corner, he has all the ammunition he needs to do it.


  The Goodwill box is not next to the water fountain or the restrooms. It’s not in Szyszynski’s office, a richly paneled vestibule stacked with wall-to-wall religious texts. He tries a couple of locked doors in the hallway, rattling them to see if they’ll give way.


  “Can I help you?”


  The Sunday school teacher, a woman who has the look of a mother about her, stands a few feet behind Patrick. “Oh, I’m sorry,” he says. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your class.”


  He tries to summon all his charm, but this is a woman who is probably used to white lies, to hands caught in the cookie jar. Patrick continues, thinking on his feet. “Actually, my two-year-old just soaked through his jeans during Father Szyszynski’s sermon... and I hear there’s a Goodwill box somewhere around here?”


  The teacher smiles in sympathy. “Water into wine gets them every time,” she says. She leads Patrick into the classroom, where fifteen tiny faces turn to assess him, and hands him a big blue Rubbermaid box. “I have no idea what’s inside, but good luck.”


  Minutes later Patrick is hidden in the boiler room, the first place he finds where he won’t readily be disturbed. He is knee deep in old clothing. There are dresses that must be a good thirty years old, shoes with worn soles, toddler’s snow pants. He counts seven pairs of underwear—three of which are pink, with little Barbie faces on them. Lining the remaining four up on the floor, he takes a cell phone from his pocket and dials Nina.


  “What do they look like?” he says when she answers. “The underwear.”


  “What’s that humming? Where are you?”


  “In the boiler room of St. Anne’s,” Patrick whispers.


  “Today? Now? You’re kidding.”


  Impatient, Patrick pokes at the briefs with one gloved finger. “Okay, I’ve got a pair with robots, one with trucks, and two that are plain white with blue trim. Does anything sound familiar?”


  “No. These were boxers. They had baseball mitts on them.”


  How she remembers this, he can’t imagine. Patrick couldn’t even tell you what pair of shorts he has on today. “There’s nothing here that matches, Nina.”


  “It’s got to be there.”


  “If he kept them, which we don’t know he did, they could very well be in his private quarters. Hidden.”


  “Like a trophy,” Nina says, and the sadness in her voice makes Patrick ache.


  “If they’re there, we’ll get them with a warrant,” he promises. He doesn’t say what he is thinking: that the underwear alone will not really prove anything. There are a thousand ways to explain away that kind of evidence; he has most likely heard them all.


  “Have you talked to—”


  “Not yet.”


  “You’ll call me, won’t you? After?”


  “What do you think?” Patrick says, and hangs up. He bends down to fork all the spilled clothing back into the bin, and notices something bright in an alcove behind the boiler. Working his big body into a pretzel, he stretches out a hand but cannot grab it. Patrick looks around the custodial closet, finds a fireplace poker, and slides it behind the bulk of the boiler to the small hollow. He snags a corner of it—paper, maybe?—and manages to drag it within his arm’s reach.


  Baseball mitts. One hundred percent cotton. Gap, size XXS.


  He pulls a brown paper bag from his pocket. With his gloved fingers, he turns the underwear over in his hand. On the left rear, slightly off center, there is a stiff stain.


  In the custodial closet, directly beneath the altar where Father Szyszynski is at that moment reading Scripture aloud, Patrick bows his head and prays that in a situation as unfortunate as this one, there might be a shred of pure luck.


  •••


  Caleb feels Nathaniel’s giggle like a tiny earthquake, shuddering up from the rib cage. He presses his ear down more firmly against his son’s chest. Nathaniel is lying on the floor; Caleb is lying on him, his ear tipped close to the boy’s mouth. “Say it again,” Caleb demands.


  Nathaniel’s voice is still thready, syllables hanging together by a string. His throat needs to learn how to hold a word again, cradle it muscle by muscle, heft it onto the tongue. Right now, this is all new to him. Right now, it is still a chore.


  But Caleb can’t help himself. He squeezes Nathaniel’s hand as the sound flounders out, spiky and tentative. “Daddy.”


  Caleb grins, so proud he could split in two. Beneath his ear, he hears the wonder in his son’s lungs. “One more time,” Caleb begs, and he settles in to listen.


  •••


  A memory: I am searching all over the house for my car keys, because I am already late to drop Nathaniel at school and go to work. Nathaniel is dressed in his coat and boots, waiting for me. “Think!” I say aloud, and then turn to Nathaniel. “Have you seen my keys?”


  “They’re under there,” he answers.


  “Under where?”


  A giggle erupts from deep inside him. “I made you say underwear.”


  When I laugh along with him, I forget what I’ve been looking for.


  •••


  Two hours later, Patrick enters St. Anne’s again. This time, it is empty. Candles flicker, casting shadows; dust motes dance in the slices of light thrown by the stained-glass windows. Patrick immediately heads downstairs to Father Szyszynski’s office. The door is wide open, the priest sits at his desk. For a moment, Patrick enjoys the feeling of voyeurism. Then he knocks, twice, firmly.


  Glen Szyszynski glances up, smiling. “Can I help you?”


  Let’s hope so, Patrick thinks, and he walks inside.


  •••


  Patrick pushes a Miranda form across the investigation room table toward Father Szyszynski. “It’s just a standard practice, Father. You’re not in custody, and you’re not under arrest... but you’re willing to answer questions, and the law says I need to tell you you’ve got rights before I ask you a single thing.”


  Without hesitation, the priest signs the list of rights Patrick has just read aloud.


  “I’m happy to do anything that helps Nathaniel.”


  Szyszynski had immediately volunteered to help with the investigation. He agreed to give a blood sample when Patrick said they needed to rule out anyone who’d been around Nathaniel. At the hospital, watching the phlebotomist, Patrick had wondered if the sickness in this man’s veins was measurable, as much a part of the fluid as the hemoglobin, the plasma.


  Now, Patrick leans back in his chair and stares at the priest. He has faced a thousand criminals, all of whom proclaim their innocence or pretend to have no idea what he is talking about. Most of the time he is able to acknowledge their barbarity with the cool detachment of a law enforcement professional. But today, this slight man sitting across from him—well, it is all Patrick can do to not beat the priest bloody just for speaking Nathaniel’s name.


  “How long have you known the Frosts, Father?” Patrick asks.


  “Oh, I’ve known them since I first came to the parish. I had been sick for a while, and was given a new congregation. The Frosts moved to Biddeford a month after I became a priest here.” He smiles. “I baptized Nathaniel.”


  “Do they come to church regularly?”


  Father Szyszynski’s gaze slides to his lap. “Not as regularly as I’d like,” he admits. “But you didn’t hear it from me.”


  “Have you taught Nathaniel in Sunday school?”


  “I don’t teach it; a parent does. Janet Fiore. While the service is going on upstairs.” The priest shrugs. “I love children, though, and I like to connect with the little ones—”


  I bet you do, Patrick thinks.


  “—so after the service, when the congregation is enjoying fellowship and coffee, I take the children downstairs and read a story to them.” He grins sheepishly. “I’m afraid I’m a bit of a frustrated actor.”


  No surprise there, either. “Where are the parents, while you’re reading?”


  “Enjoying a few moments to themselves upstairs, for the most part.”


  “Does anyone else read to the children with you, or are you alone?”


  “Just me. The Sunday school teachers usually finish cleaning the room, and then go up for coffee. The storytime only lasts about fifteen minutes.”


  “Do the children ever leave the room?”


  “Only to go to the bathroom, right down the hall.”


  Patrick considers this. He does not know how Szyszynski managed to get Nathaniel by himself, when all the other children were allegedly present, too. Maybe he gave them the book to look over for themselves, and followed Nathaniel into the bathroom. “Father,” Patrick says, “have you heard how Nathaniel was hurt?”


  There is a hesitation, and then the priest nods. “Yes. Unfortunately, I have.”


  Patrick locks his eyes on Szyszynski’s. “Did you know that there’s physical evidence Nathaniel was anally penetrated?” He is looking for the slightest pinking of the man’s cheeks; a telltale hitch of his breathing. He is looking for surprise, for backpedaling, for the beginnings of panic.


  But Father Szyszynski just shakes his head. “God help him.”


  “Did you know, Father, that Nathaniel has told us you were the one that hurt him?”


  Finally, the shock that Patrick has expected. “I... I... of course I haven’t hurt him. I would never do that.”


  Patrick remains silent. He wants Szyszynski to think about all the priests around the globe who’ve been found guilty of this offense. He wants Szyszynski to realize that he’s walked himself right onto the gallows of his own execution. “Huh,” Patrick says. “Funny, then. Because I talked to him just the other night, and he specifically told me that it was Father Glen. That’s what the kids call you, isn’t it, Father? Those kids you... love?”


  Szyszynski shakes his head repeatedly. “I didn’t. I don’t know what to say. The boy must be confused.”


  “Well, Father, that’s why you’re here today. I need to know if you can think of any reason why Nathaniel might say you hurt him, if you didn’t.”


  “The child’s been through so much—”


  “Did you ever insert anything in his anus?”


  “No!”


  “Did you ever see anyone insert anything in his anus?”


  The priest draws in his breath. “Absolutely not.”


  “Then why do you imagine Nathaniel would say what he did? Can you think of anything that might have made him think it happened, even though it didn’t?” Patrick leans forward. “Maybe a time you were alone with him, something occurred between you two that might have put this idea into his head?”


  “I was never alone with him. There were fourteen other children around.”


  Patrick rocks his chair back on its rear legs. “Did you know that I found a pair of Nathaniel’s underwear behind the boiler of the custodial closet? The laboratory says there’s semen on it.”


  Father Szyszynski’s eyes widen. “Semen? Whose?”


  “Was it yours, Father?” Patrick asks quietly.


  “No.”


  A flat denial. Patrick has expected nothing less than this. “Well, I hope for your sake you’re right, Father, because we’re going to be able to tell from DNA testing on your blood whether that’s true.”


  Szyszynski’s face is pale and drawn; his hands are trembling. “I’d like to leave now.”


  Patrick shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Father,” he says. “But I’m placing you under arrest.”


  •••


  Thomas LaCroix has never met Nina Frost, although he’s heard about her. He remembers when she got a conviction for a rape that occurred in a bathtub, although all the evidence had been washed away. He has been a district attorney too long to doubt his own abilities—last year, he even locked away a priest in Portland for this same crime—but he also knows that these sorts of cases are extremely difficult to win. However, he wants to put on a good act. It has nothing to do with Nina Frost or her son—he’d just like York County’s prosecutors to know how they do things up in Portland.


  She answers the phone on the first ring. “It’s about time,” she says, when he introduces himself. “I really need to discuss something with you.”


  “Absolutely. We can talk tomorrow at the courthouse, before the arraignment,” Thomas begins. “I just wanted to call before—”


  “Why did they pick you?”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “What makes you the best attorney Wally could find to prosecute?”


  Thomas draws in his breath. “I’ve been in Portland for fifteen years. And I’ve tried a thousand cases like this.”


  “So you’re just phoning in a performance, now.”


  “I didn’t say that,” Thomas insists, but he is thinking: She must be a wonder on cross-examination. “I understand that you’re nervous about tomorrow, Nina. But the arraignment, well, you know exactly what it’s going to entail. Let’s just get through it, and then we can sit down and strategize about your son’s case.”


  “Yes.” Then, dryly: “Do you need directions?”


  Another dig—this is her territory, her life; he is an outsider on both counts. “Look, I can imagine what you’re going through. I have three children of my own.”


  “I used to think I could imagine it too. I thought that’s what made me good at what I did. I was wrong on both counts.”


  She falls silent, all the fire having burned out of her. “Nina,” Thomas vows, “I will do everything in my power to prosecute this case the way you would.”


  “No,” she replies quietly. “Do it better.”


  •••


  “I didn’t get a confession,” Patrick admits, striding past Nina into her kitchen. He just wants his failure immediately set out there, like a carcass to be picked apart. There’s nothing she can say to berate him he hasn’t already said to himself.


  “You...” Nina stares at him, then sinks onto a stool. “Oh, Patrick, no.”


  Anguish pushes on his shoulders, makes him sit down too. “I tried, Nina. But he wouldn’t cave in. Not even when I told him about the semen, and Nathaniel’s disclosure.”


  “So!” Caleb’s voice interrupts firmly, brightly. “You finished with your ice cream, buddy?” He throws a warning like a knife between his wife and Patrick; tilts his head meaningfully toward Nathaniel. Patrick has not even noticed the boy sitting at the table, having a bedtime snack. He took one look at Nina, and forgot there might be anyone else in the room.


  “Weed,” he says. “You’re up late.”


  “It’s not bedtime yet.”


  Patrick has forgotten about Nathaniel’s voice. Still rough, it sounds better suited to a grizzled cowboy than a small child, but it is a symphony all the same. Nathaniel hops off his seat to run to Patrick, extends a skinny arm. “Wanna feel my muscle?”


  Caleb laughs. “Nathaniel was watching the Ironman competition on ESPN.”


  Patrick squeezes the tiny biceps. “Gosh, you could deck me with an arm like that,” he says soberly, then turns toward Nina. “He’s strong. Have you seen how strong this guy is?”


  He is trying to convince her of a different sort of strength, and she knows it. Nina crosses her arms. “He could be Hercules, Patrick, and he’d still be my little boy.”


  “Mom,” Nathaniel wails.


  Over his head, Nina mouths, “Did you arrest him?”


  Caleb puts his hands on Nathaniel’s shoulders, steering him back toward his bowl of melting ice cream. “Look, you two need to talk—and clearly, here isn’t the best place to do it. Why don’t you just go out? You can fill me in after Nathaniel’s gone to sleep.”


  “But don’t you want to—”


  “Nina,” Caleb sighs, “you’re going to understand what Patrick says, and I’m going to need to have it explained. You might as well be the translator.” He watches Nathaniel take the last bite of ice cream into his mouth. “Come on, buddy. Let’s see if that guy from Romania popped a vein in his neck yet.”


  At the threshold of the kitchen door, Nathaniel lets go of his father’s hand. He runs toward Nina, catching her at the knees, a near tackle. “Bye, Mom,” he says, smiling, his dimples deep. “Sweep tight.”


  It’s an uncanny malapropism, Patrick thinks. If Nina could, she’d whisk away this whole mess for Nathaniel. He watches her kiss her son good night. As Nathaniel hurries back toward Caleb, she ducks her head and blinks, until the tears aren’t quite as bright in her eyes. “So,” she says, “let’s go.”


  •••


  In an effort to improve the revenues on slow Sunday nights, Tequila Mockingbird has established the Jimmy Buffet Key Largo Karaoke Night, an all-you-can-eat burgerfest paired with singing. When Patrick and I walk into the bar, our senses are assaulted: A string of lights in the shape of palm trees adorn the bar; a crepe-paper parrot hangs from the ceiling; a girl with too much makeup and too little skirt is butchering “The Wind Beneath My Wings.” Stuyvesant sees us come in and grins. “You two never come in on a Sunday.”


  Patrick looks at some poor waitress, shivering in a bikini as she serves a table. “And now we know why.”


  Stuyv sets two napkins down in front of us. “The first margarita is on the house,” he offers.


  “Thanks, but we need something a little less...”


  “Festive,” I finish.


  Stuyvesant shrugs. “Suit yourself.”


  After he turns away to get our drinks and burgers, I feel Patrick’s eyes on me. He is ready to talk, but I’m not, not just yet. Once the words are hanging there in the open air, there is no taking back what is going to happen.


  I look at the singer, clutching the mike like a magic wand. She has absolutely no voice to speak of, but here she is, belting out her off-key rendition of a song that’s crappy to begin with. “What makes people do things like that?” I say absently.


  “What makes people do any of the things they do?” Patrick lifts his drink, bares his teeth after he takes a sip. There is a smattering of applause as the woman gets down from the makeshift stage, probably because she’s done. “I hear that karaoke’s some kind of self-discovery deal. Like yoga, you know? You go up there and you muster the courage to do something you never in a million years thought you could do, and when it’s over, you’re a better person because of it.”


  “Yeah, and the rest of the audience needs Excedrin. Give me hot coals to walk over, any day. Oh, that’s right, I’ve already done that.” To my embarrassment, tears come to my eyes; to hide this, I take a great gulp of my whiskey. “Do you know when I talked to him, he told me to think about forgiveness? Can you believe he had the nerve to say that to me, Patrick?”


  “He wouldn’t admit anything,” Patrick answers softly. “He looked at me like he didn’t have a clue what I was talking about. Like when I told him about the underwear, and the semen stain, it was a shock.”


  “Patrick,” I say, lifting my gaze to his, “what am I going to do?”


  “If Nathaniel testifies—”


  “No.”


  “Nina...”


  I shake my head. “I’m not going to be the one who does that to him.”


  “Then wait a while, until he’s stronger.”


  “He is never going to be strong enough for that. Am I supposed to wait until his mind has managed to erase it... and then make him sit on a witness stand and bring it all back again? Tell me, Patrick, how is that in Nathaniel’s best interests?”


  Patrick is quiet for a moment. He knows this system like I do; he knows I’m right. “Maybe once the semen comes back as a match, the priest’s lawyer can talk to him and work out some kind of deal.”


  “A deal,” I repeat. “Nathaniel’s childhood is being traded for a deal.”


  Without saying a word, Patrick lifts my whiskey glass and hands it to me. I take a tentative sip. Then a larger one, even though my throat bursts into flame. “This... is horrible,” I wheeze, coughing.


  “Then why did you order it?”


  “Because you always do. And I don’t feel like being myself tonight.”


  Patrick grins. “Maybe you should just have your usual white wine, then, and go up and sing for us.”


  As if he has cued it, the woman who assists the karaoke machine man approaches us, holding out a binder. Her bleached hair hangs into her face, and she is wearing pantyhose with her tropical sarong miniskirt. “Hons,” she says to us. “You want to do a duet?”


  Patrick shakes his head. “I don’t think so.”


  “Oh, come on. There are some cute songs here for couples like you. ‘Summer Nights,’ remember that one from Grease? Or how about that one Aaron Neville and Linda Ronstadt do?”


  I am not here; this is not happening. A woman is not pressuring me into singing karaoke when I have come to discuss putting my son’s rapist in jail. “Go away,” I say succinctly.


  She glances down at my hamburger, untouched. “Maybe you can get a side of manners with that,” she says, and twitches back to the stage.


  When she’s gone, the weight of Patrick’s eyes rests heavy on me. “What?” I demand.


  “Nothing.”


  “Clearly, there’s something.”


  He takes a deep breath, lets it out. “You may not ever forgive Szyszynski, Nina, but you won’t be able to move past this... to help Nathaniel move past this... until you stop cursing him.”


  I drain the rest of my liquor. “I will curse him, Patrick, until the day he dies.”


  A new singer fills in the space that has fallen between the two of us. A heavyweight woman with hair that touches her ass, she sways her considerable hips as the riff begins playing on the karaoke machine.


  It only takes a minute...


  For your life to move on past...


  “What is she doing up there?” I murmur.


  “Yeah... she’s actually good.”


  We both look away from the stage, and our eyes meet. “Nina,” Patrick says, “you’re not the only one hurting. When I see you like this... well, it kills me.” He looks down at his drink, stirs it once. “I wish—”


  “I wish too. But I could wish till the world stops turning, and it wouldn’t change a thing, Patrick.”


  History was once today...


  Before the moment got away....


  Nice guys, baby, always finish last.


  Patrick laces his fingers with mine on the table. He looks at me, hard, as if he is going to be quizzed on the details of my face. Then, with what seems to be a great effort, he turns away. “The truth is there shouldn’t be any justice for motherfuckers like him. People like that, they ought to be shot.”


  Clasped together, our hands look like a heart. Patrick squeezes, I squeeze back. It is all the communication we need, this pulse between us, my reply.


  •••


  The most pressing issue the next morning involves what we are supposed to do with Nathaniel. It hasn’t occurred to either Caleb or myself before this; only when the courthouse looms into view do I realize that Nathaniel cannot be at this arraignment... and cannot be left alone. In the hallway, he stands between us, holding both of our hands—a living bridge.


  “I could sit with him in the lobby,” Caleb volunteers, but I immediately reject that solution. Caleb looks down at Nathaniel. “Don’t you have a secretary who could watch him for a while?”


  “This isn’t my district,” I point out. “And I’m not leaving him with someone I don’t know.”


  Of course not, never again. Although, as it turns out, it is not the strangers we have to be wary of.


  We are leaning hard against this impasse when a guardian angel arrives. Nathaniel sees her first, and tears down the hallway. “Monica!” he shrieks, and she lifts him into the air, swinging him around.


  “That is the most fabulous word I’ve ever heard,” Monica laughs.


  Nathaniel beams. “I can talk now.”


  “That’s what Dr. Robichaud told me. She said she can’t get a word in edgewise anymore when you come to her office.” She switches Nathaniel onto her other hip and turns to us. “How are you holding up?”


  As if there is an answer to that question, today.


  “Well,” Monica says, as if we’ve responded. “We’re just going to head down to the playroom near the family court. Sound good, Nathaniel?” She raises her brows. “Or do you have alternate plans for him?”


  “No... not at all,” I murmur.


  “That’s what I figured. Child care this morning... it probably wasn’t your top priority.”


  Caleb touches Nathaniel’s golden hair. “Be good,” he says, and kisses his cheek.


  “He’s always good.” Monica sets him on his feet, and begins to lead him away. “Nina, you know where to find us when you’re done.”


  I watch them walk for a moment. Two weeks ago I could not stand Monica LaFlamme; now I am indebted to her. “Monica,” I call out, and she turns. “Why don’t you have children?”


  Shrugging, she smiles faintly. “To date, no one’s asked me.”


  Our eyes meet, and that is all it takes to erase the history between us. “Their loss,” I say, and I smile.


  •••


  Thomas LaCroix is two inches shorter than I am, and going bald. It makes no difference whatsoever, of course, but I find myself shooting glances at Wally during this meeting, wondering why he could not find the most perfect specimen of a prosecutor, one polished on the outside as well as the inside, so that no jury could possibly find fault.


  “We’re turning this entirely over to Tom,” my boss says. “You know we support you and Caleb, we’re a hundred percent behind you... but we don’t want there to be any problems on appeal. And if we’re in the courtroom, it might look like we’re stacking the decks against this guy.”


  “I understand, Wally,” I say. “No offense taken.”


  “Well!” Wally stands, having done his job here for the day. “We’ll all be waiting to hear what transpires.”


  He pats my shoulder as he exits. When he leaves, it is just the three of us left—Caleb, myself, and Thomas LaCroix. Like a good prosecutor—like me—he jumps right into business. “They’re not going to arraign him until after lunch because of all the publicity,” Tom says. “Did you see the media when you came in?”


  See it? We had to run the gauntlet. If I hadn’t known a service entrance into the court, I never would have gotten Nathaniel inside.


  “Anyway, I’ve already talked to the bailiffs. They’re going to clear the other prisoners off the docket before they bring in Szyszynski.” He checks his watch. “We’re scheduled for one o’clock right now, so you’ve got some time.”


  I flatten my hands on the table. “You will not be putting my son on the stand,” I announce.


  “Nina, you know this is just an arraignment. A rubber stamp process. Let’s just—”


  “I want you to know this, and to know it now. Nathaniel isn’t going to be testifying.”


  He sighs. “I’ve done this for fifteen years. And we’re just going to have to see what comes to pass. Right now, you know better than I do what the evidence is. You certainly know better than I do how Nathaniel is faring. But you also know there are some pieces of the puzzle we’re waiting on—like the lab reports, and your son’s recovery. Six months from now, a year from now... Nathaniel might be doing a whole lot better, and taking the stand might not be as much of a hardship.”


  “He is five years old. In those fifteen years, Tom, how many cases with a five-year-old witness ended up with a perp in jail for life?”


  Not a single one, and he knows it. “Then we’ll wait,” Tom says. “We have some time, and the defendant is going to want time too, you know that.”


  “You can’t hold him in jail forever.”


  “I’m going to ask for $150,000 bail. And I doubt the Catholic Church will post it for him.” He smiles at me. “He’s not going anywhere, Nina.”


  I feel Caleb’s hand steal into my lap, and I grab onto it. I think he is supporting me, at first, but then he squeezes my fingers nearly to the point of pain. “Nina,” he says pleasantly, “maybe we should just let Mr. LaCroix do his job right now.”


  “It’s my job too,” I point out. “I put children on the stand every day, and I watch them fall apart, and then I watch the abusers walk. How can you ask me to forget that, when we’re talking about Nathaniel?”


  “Exactly—we’re talking about Nathaniel. And today he needs a mother more than he needs a mother who is a prosecutor. We need to look at this in steps, and today that step is keeping Szyszynski locked up,” Tom says. “Let’s just focus, and once we clear this hurdle, we can decide what to do next.”


  I stare into my lap, where I’ve nervously pleated my skirt into a thousand wrinkles. “I know what you’re saying.”


  “Good, then.”


  Lifting my gaze, I smile slightly. “You’re saying the same thing I do, to victims, when I really don’t know if I have any chance of securing a conviction.”


  To his credit, Tom nods. “You’re right. But I’m not trying to con you. We never know which cases are going to work out, which cases are going to take a plea, which kids will make a turnaround, which kids will heal to the point where a year from now, they’re able to contribute in a way they can’t that first day.”


  I get to my feet. “But you said it yourself, Tom. Today I’m not supposed to give a damn about those other kids. Today I just care about my own.” I walk to the door before Caleb even has risen from his seat. “One o’clock,” I say, and it is a warning.


  •••


  Caleb doesn’t catch up to her until they are in the lobby, and then, he has to pull her aside to a small nook, where reporters will not find them. “What was that all about?”


  “I’m protecting Nathaniel.” Nina crosses her arms, daring him to say otherwise.


  She seems shaky and unsteady, not at all herself. Maybe it is just the truth of this day. God knows, Caleb isn’t faring all that well either. “We ought to go tell Monica that there’s a delay.”


  But Nina is busy putting on her coat. “Can you do it?” she asks. “I need to run to the office.”


  “Now?” Alfred, and the superior court building, is only fifteen minutes away. But still.


  “It’s something I have to give to Thomas,” she explains.


  Caleb shrugs. He watches Nina walk out the front steps. The flashes of several cameras strike her like bullets, freezing her in time as she jogs down the steps. Caleb sees her brush off a reporter with no more effort than she would use to wave away a fly.


  He wants to run after her, hold Nina until that wall around her cracks and all the pain spills out. He wants to tell her that she doesn’t have to be so strong around him, because they are in this together. He wants to take her downstairs to the bright room with alphabet squares on the floor, sit with their son between them. All she has to do is take off those focused blinders; then she will see that she isn’t alone.


  Caleb goes so far as to open the glass door, to stick his head outside. By now she is a dot, far across the parking lot. Her name hovers on his lips, but then there is an explosion that blinds him—a newspaper photographer, again. Backing inside, he tries to shake the double vision, but it is a long time before he can see clearly; and so he never witnesses Nina’s car leaving the courthouse lot, turning in the opposite direction of her office.


  •••


  I’m late.


  I hurry through the front door of the court, around the line of people waiting to go through the metal detector. “Hey, Mike,” I say breathlessly, slipping behind the familiar bailiff, who just nods. Our courtroom is to the left; I open the double doors and walk inside.


  It is filled with reporters and cameramen, all lined up in the back rows like the bad kids on the rear seats of a bus. This is a big story for York County, Maine. This is a big story for any place.


  I walk to the front, where Patrick and Caleb are sitting. They have left a seat on the aisle for me. For a moment I fight my natural inclination—to continue through the gate, and sit at the prosecutor’s table with Thomas LaCroix. That is why we “pass the bar”—we are allowed, by virtue of that test, to work in the front of the courtroom.


  I don’t know the defense attorney. Probably someone from Portland. Someone the diocese keeps on retainer for things like this. There is a cameraman set up to the right of the defense table, his head bent close to the machine in preparation.


  Patrick notices me first. “Hey,” he says. “You all right?”


  As I expect, Caleb is angry. “Where have you been? I’ve tried—”


  Whatever he is about to say is interrupted as a bailiff speaks. “The Honorable Judge Jeremiah Bartlett presiding.”


  The judge, of course, I know. He signed the restraining order against Caleb. He instructs us to sit down, and I try, but my body has gone stiff as a board and the seat does not fit me. My eyes take in everything and nothing all at once.


  “Are we set for the arraignment on State v. Szyszynski?” the judge asks.


  Thomas rises smoothly. “Yes, Your Honor.”


  At the defense table, the other attorney stands. “I’m representing Father Szyszynski, and we’re ready, Your Honor.”


  I have seen this a thousand times before; one bailiff moves forward toward the bench. He does this to protect the judge. After all, the people brought in as defendants are criminals. Anything could happen.


  The door to the holding cell opens, and the priest is led out. His hands are cuffed in front of him. Beside me, I feel Caleb forget to take his next breath. I hold my purse on my lap, a death grip.


  The second bailiff leads the priest to the defense table, the inside seat, because he will have to stand up in front of the judge to enter his plea. He is close enough, now, that I could spit at him. I could whisper, and he might hear me.


  I tell myself to be patient.


  My eyes go to the judge, then to the bailiffs. They are the ones I am worried about. They stand behind the priest, make sure he sits down.


  Move back. Move back move back move back.


  I slide my hand into my purse, past the familiar, to the heat that leaps into my hand. The bailiff takes a step away—this defendant, scum of the earth, still has the right to privacy with his own attorney. There are words moving around the courtroom like small insects, distractions I do not really notice.


  The minute I stand up, I’ve jumped off the cliff. The world goes by in a haze of color and light; my weight accelerates, head-over-heels. Then I think, Falling is the first step in learning how to fly.


  In two steps, I am across the aisle of the courtroom. In a breath, I hold the gun up to the priest’s head. I pull the trigger four times.


  The bailiff grabs my arm but I won’t let go of the weapon. I can’t, until I know that I’ve done it. There is blood spreading, and screams, and then I’m falling again, forward, past the bar, where I am supposed to be. “Did I get him? Is he dead?”


  They slam me onto the ground, and when I open my eyes, I can see him. The priest lies with half his head missing, just a few feet away.


  I let go of the gun.


  The weight on me takes familiar shape, and then I hear Patrick in my ear. “Nina, stop. Stop fighting.” His voice brings me back. I see the defense attorney, hiding under the stenographer’s table. The press, their cameras flashing like a field of fireflies. The judge, pushing the panic button on his desk and yelling to clear the courtroom. And Caleb, white as snow, wondering who I am.


  “Who’s got cuffs?” Patrick asks. A bailiff hands him a pair from his belt, and Patrick secures my hands behind me. He lifts me up and bustles me toward the same door through which the priest entered. Patrick’s body is unyielding, his chin firm against my ear. “Nina,” he whispers to me. “What did you do?”


  Once, not long ago, standing in my own home, I had asked Patrick this same question. Now I give his own answer back to him. “I did what I had to,” I say, and I let myself believe it.


  


  II


  To be once in doubt


  Is once to be resolv’d.


  —Shakespeare, Othello


  


  Summer camp is a place that hums with crickets and is so green it sometimes hurts my eyes to look.


  I’m afraid to be here, because it is outside, and because outside there are bees. Bees make my stomach feel like a fist, even seeing one makes me want to run and hide. In my nightmares I picture them sucking my blood like it is honey.


  My mother tells the camp counselors I’m afraid of bees. They say that in all the years of camp, not a single child has been stung.


  I think, Someone has to be first.


  One morning, my counselor—a girl with a macramé necklace that she wears even during swim time—takes us into the woods on a hike. It’s time for a circle, she says. She moves one log, to make a bench. She moves a second log, and there are all the yellow jackets.


  I freeze. The bees cover the counselor’s face and arms and belly. She tries to bat them away while she’s screaming. I throw myself at her. I slap my hands on her skin. I save her, even while I am being stung and stung.


  At the end of camp that summer, the counselors give out awards. They are blue ribbons, each one, printed with fat black letters. Mine says Bravest Boy.


  I still have it.


  FOUR


  In the moments after, Patrick wonders how he could know that Nina’s favorite number is 13, that the scar on her chin came from a sledding crash, that she wished for a pet alligator for three Christmases straight—yet not know that inside her, all this time, was a grenade waiting to explode. “I did what I had to,” she murmurs, all the way across the slick and bloodied court.


  In his arms, she trembles. She feels light as a cloud. Patrick’s head whirls. Nina still smells of apples, her shampoo; she still can’t walk a straight line—but she is babbling incoherently, not at all in control the way Patrick is accustomed to seeing her. As they cross the threshold into the holding cell, Patrick looks behind him into the courtroom. Pandemonium. He’s always thought that word sounds like a circus, but here it is now. Brain matter covers the front of the defense attorney’s suit. A litter of paper and pocketbooks covers the gallery, as some reporters sob, and others direct their cameramen to film. Caleb stands still as a statue. Bobby, one of the bailiffs, is talking into the radio at his shoulder: “Yeah, shots were fired, and we need an ambulance.” Roanoke, the other bailiff, hustles a white-faced Judge Bartlett into chambers. “Clear the court!” the judge yells, and Roanoke answers: “But we can’t, Your Honor. They’re all witnesses.”


  On the floor, being completely ignored, is the body of Father Szyszynski.


  Killing him was the right thing, Patrick thinks before he can stop himself. And then immediately afterward: Oh, God, what has she done?


  “Patrick,” Nina murmurs.


  He cannot look at her. “Don’t speak to me.” He will be a witness at—Christ—Nina’s murder trial. Whatever she tells him, he will have to tell a court.


  As an aggressive photographer makes her way toward the holding cell, Patrick moves slightly to block the camera’s view of Nina. His job, right now, is to protect her. He just wishes there were someone to protect him.


  He jostles her in his arms so that he can shut the door. It will be easier to wait out the arrival of the Biddeford Police Department that way. As it swings closed, he sees the paramedics arriving, leaning down over the body.


  “Is he dead?” Nina asks. “I just need you to tell me, Patrick. I killed him, right? How many shots did I get off? I had to do it, you know I had to do it. He’s dead, isn’t he? The paramedics can’t revive him, can they? Tell me they won’t. Please, just tell me he’s dead. I promise, I’ll sit right here and not move if you just go look and see if he’s dead.”


  “He’s dead, Nina,” Patrick says quietly.


  She closes her eyes, sways a little. “Thank God. Oh, God, God, thank God.” She sinks down onto the metal bunk in the small cell.


  Patrick turns his back on her. In the courtroom, his colleagues have arrived. Evan Chao, another detective-lieutenant in the department, supervises the securing of the crime scene, yelling over the crescendo of shrieks and sobs. Policemen crouch, dusting for fingerprints, taking photos of the spreading pool of blood and the broken railing where Patrick tackled Nina to get the gun out of her hand. The Maine state police SWAT team arrives, thundering down the center aisle like a tornado. One woman, a reporter sequestered for questioning, glances at what is left of the priest and vomits. It is a grim, chaotic scene; it is the stuff of nightmares, and yet Patrick stares fixedly, far more willing to face this reality than the one crying quietly behind him.


  •••


  What Nathaniel hates about this particular board game is that all you have to do is spin the spinner the wrong way, and that’s it, your little game piece is coasting down that big long slide in the middle. It’s true that if you spin the right way, you can climb that extra tall ladder... but it doesn’t always work like that, and before you know it, you’ve lost.


  Monica lets him win, but Nathaniel doesn’t like that as much as he thought he would. It makes him feel the way he did when he fell off his bike and had this totally gross cut all across his chin. People looked at him and pretended that there was nothing wrong with him but you could see in their eyes that they really wanted to turn away.


  “Are you going to spin, or do I have to wait until you turn six?” Monica teases.


  Nathaniel flicks the spinner. Four. He moves his little man the right number of spaces and, it figures, winds up on one of those slides. He pauses at the top, knowing that if he only moves three instead, Monica won’t say a word.


  But before he can decide whether or not to cheat, something catches his attention behind her shoulder. Through the wide glass window of the playroom, he sees one policeman... no, two... five... racing through the hallway. They don’t look like Patrick does when he works—all rumply, in a regular shirt and tie. They are wearing shiny boots and silver badges, and their hands are on their guns, just like Nathaniel sees late at night on TV when he comes downstairs to get a drink and his parents don’t change the channel fast enough.


  “Shoot,” he says softly.


  Monica smiles at him. “That’s right, a chute. But you’ll have better luck next time, Nathaniel.”


  “No... shoot.” He curves his fingers into a gun, the sign for the letter G. “You know. Bang.”


  He realizes the moment Monica understands him. She looks behind her at the sound of all those running feet, and her eyes go wide. But she turns back to Nathaniel with a smile glued over the question that shivers on her lips. “It’s your spin, right?” Monica says, although they both know his turn has come and gone.


  •••


  When feeling returns to Caleb’s fingers and feet, it comes slowly, an emotional frostbite that leaves his extremities swollen and unfamiliar. He stumbles forward, past the spot where Nina has just shot a man in cold blood, past the people jostling for position so that they can do the jobs they were trained to do. Caleb gives the body of Father Szyszynski a wide berth. His body jerks toward the door where he last saw Nina, being shoved forward into a cell.


  Jesus, a cell.


  A detective who does not recognize him grabs his arm. “Where do you think you’re going?” Silent, Caleb pushes past the man, and then he sees Patrick’s face in the small window of the door. Caleb knocks, but Patrick seems to be deciding whether or not to open the door.


  At that point, Caleb realizes that all these people, all these detectives, think he might be Nina’s accomplice.


  His mouth goes dry as sand, so that when Patrick finally does open the door a crack, he can’t even request to see his wife. “Get Nathaniel and go home,” Patrick suggests quietly. “I’ll call you, Caleb.”


  Yes, Nathaniel. Nathaniel. The very thought of his son, a floor below while all this has been going on, makes Caleb’s stomach cramp. He moves with a speed and grace unlikely for someone his size, barreling past people until he reaches the far end of the courtroom, the door at the rear of the aisle. A bailiff stands guard, watching Caleb approach. “My son, he’s downstairs. Please. You have to let me get to him.”


  Maybe it is the pain carved into Caleb’s face; maybe it is the way his words come out in the color of grief—for whatever reason, the bailiff wavers. “I swear I’ll come right back. But I have to make sure he’s all right.”


  A nod, one that Caleb isn’t meant to see. When the bailiff looks away, Caleb slips out the door behind him. He takes the stairs two at a time and runs down the hall to the playroom.


  For a moment, he stands outside the plate-glass window, watching his son play and letting it bring him back to center. Then Nathaniel sees him and beams, jumping up to open the door and throw himself into Caleb’s arms.


  Monica’s tight face swims into the sea of his vision. “What happened up there?” she mouths silently.


  But Caleb only buries his face against his son’s neck, as silent as Nathaniel had been when something happened that he could not explain.


  •••


  Nina once told Patrick that she used to stand at the side of Nathaniel’s crib and watch him sleep. It’s amazing, she’d said. Innocence in a blanket. He understands, now. Watching Nina sleep, you’d never know what had happened just two hours before. You’d never know from that smooth brow what thoughts lay underneath the surface.


  Patrick, on the other hand, is absolutely ill. He cannot seem to catch his breath; his stomach knots with each step. And every time he looks at Nina’s face, he cannot decide what he’d rather find out: that this morning, she simply went crazy... or that she didn’t.


  •••


  As soon as the door opens, I’m wide-awake. I jackknife to a sitting position on the bunk, my hand smoothing the jacket Patrick gave me as a makeshift pillow. It is wool, scratchy; it has left lines pressed into my cheek.


  A policeman I don’t know sticks his head inside. “Lieutenant,” he says formally, “we need you to come give a statement.”


  Of course. Patrick’s seen it too.


  The policeman’s eyes are insects on my skin. As Patrick moves toward the door I stand, grab onto the bars of the cell. “Can you find out if he’s dead? Please? I have to know. I have to. I just have to know if he’s dead.” My words hit Patrick between the shoulder blades, slow him down. But he doesn’t look at me, not as he walks away from the holding cell, past the other policeman, and opens the door.


  In the slice of room revealed, I see the activity that Patrick’s kept hidden from me for the past few hours. The Murder Winnebago must have arrived—a state police mobile unit that contains everything the cops need to investigate a homicide and the key personnel to do it. Now they cover the courtroom like a mass of maggots, dusting for fingerprints and taking down the names and statements of eyewitnesses. A person shifts, revealing a crimson smear that outlines a splayed, graying hand. As I watch, a photographer leans down, captures the spatter pattern of the blood. My heart trips tight. And I think: I did this; I did this.


  •••


  It is a God’s honest fact that Quentin Brown does not fancy driving anywhere, especially long distances, particularly from Augusta to York County. By the time he’s in Brunswick he’s certain that another moment and his six-foot-five frame will be permanently stunted into the position demanded by this ridiculously tiny Ford Probe. By the time he reaches Portland, he needs to be put into traction. But as an assistant attorney general on the murder team, he has to go where he is summoned. And if someone offs a priest in Biddeford, then Biddeford is where he has to go.


  Still, by the time he reaches the district court, he is in a formidable mood, and that’s saying something. By normal standards, Quentin Brown is overpowering—add together his shaved head, his unusual height, and his more unusual skin color, given this lily-white state, and most people assume he is either a felon or a vacationing NBA draft pick. But a lawyer? A black lawyer? Not heah, as the locals say.


  In fact, the University of Maine law school heavily recruits students of color, to make up for their rainbow deficiency. Like Quentin, many come; unlike Quentin, they all leave. He’s spent twenty years walking into provincial courts and surprising the hell out of the defense attorneys who come expecting someone—or something—different. And truth be told, Quentin likes it that way.


  As always, a path parts for him when he strides into the Biddeford District Court, as people fall back to gape. He walks into the courtroom with the police tape crossing the doors, and continues up the aisle, past the bar. Fully aware that movement has slowed and conversation has stopped, Quentin leans down and examines the dead man. “For a crazy woman,” he murmurs, appraising, “she was a damn good shot.” Then Quentin eyeballs the cop who is staring at him as if he’s arrived from Mars. “What’s the matter?” he deadpans. “You never seen someone six-foot-five before?”


  A detective walks up to him, swaggering with authority. “Can I help you?”


  “Quentin Brown. From the AG’s office.” He extends a hand.


  “Evan Chao,” the detective says, working his damnedest not to do a double-take. God, how Quentin loves this moment.


  “How many witnesses do we have to the shooting?”


  Chao does some arithmetic on a pad. “We’re up to thirty-six, but we’ve got about fifty people in the back room who haven’t given us statements yet. They’re all saying the same thing, though. And we have the whole shooting on tape; WCSH was filming the arraignment for the five o’clock news.”


  “Where’s the gun?”


  “Bobby grabbed it, bagged it.”


  Quentin nods. “And the perp?”


  “In the holding cell.”


  “Good. Let’s draft up a complaint for murder.” He glances around, assessing the state of the investigation. “Where’s her husband?”


  “With all the other people, waiting to be questioned, I suppose.”


  “Do we have any evidence linking him to the crime? Did he participate in any way?”


  Chao exchanges a glance with a few police officers, who murmur among themselves and shrug. “He hasn’t been questioned yet, apparently.”


  “Then get him in here,” Quentin says. “Let’s ask him.”


  Chao turns to one of the bailiffs. “Roanoke, find Caleb Frost, will you?”


  The older man looks at Quentin and quails. “He, uh, ain’t in there.”


  “You know this for a fact,” Quentin says slowly.


  “Ayuh. He, well, he asked me if he could go get his kid, but he told me he’d come back.”


  “He said what?” This is little more than a whisper, but coming from Quentin’s great height, it is threatening. “You let him walk out the door after his wife murdered the man who’s charged with molesting his son? What is this, the Keystone Kops?”


  “No, sir,” the bailiff replies solemnly. “It’s the Biddeford District Court.”


  A muscle jumps in Quentin’s jaw. “Get someone to go find this guy and interview him,” he tells Chao. “I don’t know what he knows; I don’t know whether he’s involved, but if he needs to be arrested, do it.”


  Chao bristles. “Don’t pin this on the police force; it was the bailiff’s mistake. Nobody even told me he was in the courtroom.”


  And where else would he be, if his son’s abuser was being arraigned? But Quentin only takes a deep breath. “Well, we need to deal with the shooter, anyway. Is the judge still here? Maybe we can get him to arraign her.”


  “The judge is... indisposed.”


  “Indisposed,” Quentin repeats.


  “Took three Valium after the shots flew, and hasn’t woken up yet.”


  There is a possibility of getting another judge in, but it is late in the day. And the last thing Quentin wants is to have this woman released because of some stupid bail commissioner. “Charge her. We’ll hold her overnight and arraign her in the morning.”


  “Overnight?” Chao asks.


  “Yes. Last time I checked, there was still a York County Jail in Alfred.”


  The detective looks down at his shoes for a moment. “Yeah, but... well, you know she’s a DA?”


  Of course he knows, he’s known since the moment his office was called to investigate. “What I know,” Quentin answers, “is that she’s a murderer.”


  •••


  Evan Chao knows Nina Frost; every detective in Biddeford has worked with her at some time or another. And like every other guy on the force, he doesn’t even blame her for what she’s done. Hell, half of them wish they’d have the guts to do the same thing, were they in her position.


  He doesn’t want to be the one to do this, but then again, better him than that asshole Brown. At least he can make sure the next step is as painless as possible for her.


  He relieves the officer guarding her and takes up the position himself outside the holding cell. In a more ideal situation, he would take her to a conference room, offer her a cup of coffee, make her comfortable so that she’d be more likely to talk. But the court doesn’t have a secure conference room, so this interview will have to be conducted on opposite sides of the bars.


  Nina’s hair is wild around her face; her eyes are so green they glow. On her arm are deep scratches; it looks as though she’s done that to herself. Evan shakes his head. “Nina, I’m really sorry... but I have to charge you with the murder of Glen Szyszynski.”


  “I killed him?” she whispers.


  “Yes.”


  She is transformed by the smile that unwinds across her face. “Can I see him, please?” she asks politely. “I promise I won’t touch anything, but please, I have to see him.”


  “He’s gone already, Nina. You can’t see him.”


  “But I killed him?”


  Evan exhales heavily. The last time he’d seen Nina Frost, she’d been arguing one of his own cases in court—a date rape. She had gotten up in front of the perp and wrung him dry on the witness stand. She had made him look the way she looks, right now. “Will you give me a statement, Nina?”


  “No, I can’t. I can’t. I did what I had to do, I can’t do any more.”


  He pulls out a Miranda form. “I need to read you your rights.”


  “I did what I had to do.”


  Evan has to raise his voice over hers. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can be used against you in a court of law. You have the right...”


  “I can’t do any more. I did what I had to do,” Nina babbles.


  Finally Evan finishes reading. Through the bars he hands her a pen to sign the paper, but it drops from her fingers. She whispers, “I can’t do any more.”


  “Come on, Nina,” Evan says softly. He unlocks the holding cell, leads her through the hallways of the sheriff’s office, and outside to a police cruiser. He opens the door for her and helps her inside. “We can’t arraign you till tomorrow, so I’ve got to take you down to the jail overnight. You’re gonna get your own cell, and I’ll make sure they take care of you. Okay?”


  But Nina Frost has curled up in a fetal position on the backseat of the cruiser and doesn’t seem to hear him at all.


  •••


  The correctional officer at the booking desk of the jail sucks on a Halls Mentho-Lyptus cough drop while he asks me to narrow my life down to the only things they need to know in a jail: name, date of birth, height, weight. Eye color, allergies, medications, regular physician. I answer softly, fascinated by the questions. I usually enter this play in the second act; to see it at its beginning is new for me.


  A blast of medicinal mint comes my way, as the sergeant taps his pencil again. “Distinguishing characteristics?” he asks.


  He means birthmarks, moles, tattoos. I have a scar, I think silently, on my heart.


  But before I can answer, another correctional officer unzips my black purse and empties its contents on the desk. Chewing gum, three furry Life Savers, a checkbook, my wallet. The detritus of motherhood: photographs of Nathaniel from last year, a long-forgotten teething ring, a four-pack of crayons pinched from a Chili’s restaurant. Two more rounds of ammunition for the handgun.


  I grab my arms, suddenly shivering. “I can’t do it. I can’t do any more,” I whisper, and try to curl into a ball.


  “Well, we’re not done yet,” the correctional officer says. He rolls my fingers across an ink pad and makes three sets of prints. He props me up against a wall, hands me a placard. I follow his directions like a zombie; I do not meet his eyes. He doesn’t tell me when the flash is going to go off; now I know why in every mug shot a criminal seems to have been caught unaware.


  When my vision adjusts after the burst of light, a female guard is standing in front of me. She has one long eyebrow across her forehead and the build of a linebacker. I stumble in her wake into a room not much bigger than a closet, which holds shelves full of neatly folded hazard-orange jail scrubs. The Connecticut prisons had to sell all their brand-new forest-green jumpsuits, I suddenly remember, because the convicts kept escaping into the woods.


  The guard hands me a pair of scrubs. “Get undressed,” she orders.


  I have to do this, I think, as I hear her snap on the rubber gloves. I have to do whatever it takes to get out of here. So I force my mind to go blank, like a screen at the close of a movie. I feel the guard’s fingers probe my mouth and my ears, my nostrils, my vagina, my anus. With a jolt, I think of my son.


  When it is over, the guard takes my clothes, still damp with the blood of the priest, and bags them. I slowly put on the scrubs, tying them so tight at the waist that I find myself gasping for breath. My eyes dart back and forth as we walk back down the hall. The walls, they’re watching me.


  In the booking room at the front of the jail again, the female guard leaves me standing in front of a phone. “Go ahead,” she instructs. “Make your call.”


  I have a constitutional right to a private phone call, but I can feel the weight of their stares. I pick up the receiver and play with it, stroking its long neck. I stare at it as if I have never seen a telephone before.


  Whatever they hear, they won’t admit to hearing. I have tried to pressure enough correctional officers to come testify, and they never will, because they have to go back and guard these prisoners every day.


  For the first time, this works to my advantage.


  I meet the gaze of the nearest correctional officer, then slowly shake off the act. Dialing, I wait to be connected to something outside of here. “Hello?” Caleb says, the most beautiful word in the English language.


  “How’s Nathaniel?”


  “Nina. Jesus Christ, what were you doing?”


  “How’s Nathaniel?” I repeat.


  “How the hell do you think he is? His mother’s been arrested for killing someone!”


  I close my eyes. “Caleb, you need to listen to me. I’ll explain everything when I see you. Have you talked to the police?”


  “No—”


  “Don’t. Right now, I’m at the jail. They’re holding me here overnight, and I’m going to be arraigned tomorrow.” There are tears coming. “I need you to call Fisher Carrington.”


  “Who?”


  “He’s a defense attorney. And he’s the only person who can get me out of this. I don’t care what you have to do, but get him to represent me.”


  “What am I supposed to tell Nathaniel?”


  I take a deep breath. “That I’m okay, and that I’ll be home tomorrow.”


  Caleb is angry; I can hear it in his pause. “Why should I do this for you, after what you just did to us?”


  “If you want there to be an us,” I say, “you’d better do it.”


  After Caleb hangs up on me, I hold the phone to my ear, pretending he is still on the other end of the line. Then I replace the receiver, turn around, and look at the correctional officer who is waiting to take me to a cell. “I had to do it,” I explain. “He doesn’t understand. I can’t make him understand. You would have done it, wouldn’t you? If it was your kid, wouldn’t you have done it?” I make my eyes flicker from left to right, lighting on nothing. I chew my fingernail till the cuticle bleeds.


  I make myself crazy, because this is what I want them to see.


  •••


  It is no surprise when I am led to the solitary cells. In the first place, new prisoners are often put on a suicide watch; in the second place, I put half the women in this jail. The correctional officer slams the door shut behind me, and this becomes my new world: six feet by eight feet, a metal bunk, a stained mattress, a toilet.


  The guard moves off, and for the first time this day, I let myself unravel. I have killed a man. I have walked right up to his lying face and shot four bullets into it. The recollection comes in bits and pieces—the click of the trigger past the point of no return; the thunder of the gun; the backward leap of my hand as the gun recoiled, as if it were trying, too late, to stop itself.


  His blood was warm where it struck my shirt.


  Oh, my God, I have killed a man. I did it for all the right reasons; I did it for Nathaniel; but I did it.


  My body starts shaking uncontrollably, and this time, it is no act. It is one thing to seem insane for the sake of the witnesses that will be called to testify against me; it is another thing entirely to sift through my own mind and realize what I have been capable of all along. Father Szyszynski will not preside over Mass on Sunday. He will not have his nightly cup of tea or say an evening prayer. I have killed a priest who was not given Last Rites; and I will follow him straight to Hell.


  My knees draw up, my chin tucks tight. In the overheated belly of this jail, I am freezing.


  “Are you all right, girlfriend?”


  The voice floats from across the hall, the second solitary confinement cell. Whoever has been in there watching me has been doing it from the shadows. I feel heat rise to my face and look up to see a tall black woman, her scrubs knotted above her bellybutton, her toenails painted to orange to match her jail uniform.


  “My name’s Adrienne, and I’m a real good listener. I don’t get to talk to many people.”


  Does she think I’m going to fall for that setup? Stoolpigeons are as common in here as professions of innocence, and I should know—I have listened to both. I open my mouth to tell her this, but at second glance, realize I’ve been mistaken. The long feet, the rippled abdomen, the veins on the backs of the hands—Adrienne isn’t a woman at all.


  “Your secret,” the transvestite says. “It’s safe with me.”


  I stare right at her—his—considerable chest. “Got a Kleenex?” I ask flatly.


  For just a moment, there is a beat of silence. “That’s just a technicality,” Adrienne responds.


  I turn away again. “Yeah, well, I’m still not talking to you.”


  Above us, there is the call for lights out. But it never gets dark in jail. It is eternally dusk, a time when creatures crawl from swamps and crickets take over the earth. In the shadows, I can see Adrienne’s smooth skin, a lighter shade of night between the bars of her cell. “What did you do?” Adrienne asks, and there is no mistaking her question.


  “What did you do?”


  “It’s the drugs, it’s always the drugs, honey. But I’m trying to get off them, I truly am.”


  “A drug conviction? Then why did they put you in solitary?”


  Adrienne shrugs. “Well, the boys, I don’t belong with them; they just want to beat me up, you know? I’d like to be in with the girls, but they won’t let me, because I haven’t had the operation yet. I been taking my medicine regular, but they say it don’t matter, so long as I’ve got the wrong kind of plumbing.” She sighs. “Quite frankly, honey, they don’t know what to do with me in here.”


  I stare at the cinderblock walls, at the dim safety light on the ceiling, at my own lethal hands. “They don’t know what to do with me either,” I say.


  •••


  The AG’s office puts Quentin up at a Residence Inn that has a small efficiency kitchen, cable TV, and a carpet that smells like cats. “Thank you,” he says dryly, handing the teenager who doubles as bellman a dollar. “It’s a palace.”


  “Whatever,” the kid responds.


  It amazes Quentin, the way adolescents are the only group that doesn’t blink twice upon seeing him. Then again, he sometimes believes they wouldn’t blink twice if a herd of mustangs tore past inches from their Skechered feet.


  He doesn’t understand them, either as a breed or individually.


  Quentin opens the refrigerator, which gives off a dubious odor, and then sinks onto the spongy mattress. Well, it could be the Ritz-Carlton and he’d hate it. Biddeford, in general, makes him edgy.


  Sighing, he picks up his car keys and leaves the hotel. Might as well get this over with. He drives without really thinking about where he’s going. He knows she’s there, of course. The address for the checks has stayed the same all this time.


  There is a basketball hoop in the driveway; this surprises him. Somehow, he hasn’t thought past last year’s debacle to consider that Gideon might have a hobby less embarrassing to a prosecutor. A beat-up Isuzu Trooper with too many rust holes in the running board is parked in the garage. Quentin takes a deep breath, draws himself up to his full height, and knocks on the door.


  When Tanya answers, it still hits him like a blow to the chest—her cognac skin; her chocolate eyes, as if this woman is a treat to be savored. But, Quentin reminds himself, even the most exquisite truffles can be bitter on the inside. He takes small comfort in the fact that she steps back when she sees him, too. “Quentin Brown,” Tanya murmurs, shaking her head. “To what do I owe this honor?”


  “I’m here on a case,” he says. “Indefinitely.” He’s trying to peer behind her, to see what her home looks like inside. Without him in it. “Thought I’d stop by, since you’d probably be hearing my name around town.”


  “Along with other, four letter words,” Tanya mutters.


  “Didn’t catch that.”


  She smiles at him, and he forgets what they were discussing. “Gideon around?”


  “No,” she says, too quickly.


  “I don’t believe you.”


  “And I don’t like you, so why don’t you take your sorry self back to your little car and—”


  “Ma?” The loping voice precedes Gideon, who suddenly appears behind his mother. He is nearly Quentin’s height, although he’s just turned sixteen. His dark face draws even more closed as he sees who’s standing at the doorway. “Gideon,” Quentin says. “Hello again.”


  “You come to haul my ass back to rehab?” He snorts. “Don’t do me any favors.”


  Quentin feels his hands balling into fists. “I did do you a favor. I pulled enough strings with a judge to keep you out of a juvenile detention facility, even though I took heat for it in my own department.”


  “Am I supposed to thank you for that?” Gideon laughs. “Just like I get down on my knees every night and thank you for being my daddy?”


  “Gideon,” Tanya warns, but he shoves past her.


  “Later.” He pushes Quentin hard, a threat, as he passes down the steps and gets into the Isuzu. Moments later, the car peels down the street.


  “Is he still clean?” Quentin asks.


  “Are you asking because you care, or because you don’t want that stain on your career again?”


  “That’s not fair, Tanya—”


  “Life never is, Quentin.” For the slightest moment, there is a sadness caught in the corners of her eyes, like the seeds of a dream. “Go figure.”


  She closes the door before he can respond. Moments later Quentin backs carefully out of the driveway. He drives for a full five minutes before he realizes that he has no idea where he is headed.


  •••


  Lying on his side, Caleb can see the night sky. The moon is so slender it might not even be there the next time he blinks, but those stars, they’re flung wide. One bright beacon catches his eye. It’s fifty, maybe a hundred light-years away from here. Looking at it, Caleb is staring right into the past. An explosion that happened ages ago, but took this long to affect him.


  He rolls onto his back. If only they were all like that.


  All that day he’s been thinking that Nina is sick; that she needs help, the way someone with a virus or a broken leg needs help. If something in her mind has snapped, Caleb will be the first to understand—he has come close to that himself, when thinking of what has been done to Nathaniel. But when Nina called, she was rational, calm, insistent. She meant to kill Father Szyszynski.


  That, in and of itself, doesn’t shock Caleb. People are able to hold the greatest scope of emotions inside them—love, joy, determination. It only stands to reason that negative feelings just as staggering can elbow their way in and take over. No, what surprises him is the way she did it. And the fact that she actually thinks this is something she did for Nathaniel.


  This is about Nina, through and through.


  Caleb closes his eyes to that star, but he still sees it etched on the backs of his eyelids. He tries to remember the moment that Nina told him she was pregnant. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” she said to him. “So we can’t ever forget that it has.”


  There is a rustle of blankets and sheets, and then Caleb feels heat pressed along the length of his body. He turns, hopeful, praying that this has all been a bad dream and that he can wake up to find Nina safe and sleeping. But on her pillow lies Nathaniel, his eyes shining with tears. “I want Mommy back,” he whispers.


  Caleb thinks of Nina’s face when she was carrying Nathaniel, how it was as bright as any star. Maybe that glory faded long ago, maybe it has taken all these light-years to only reach him now. He turns to his son and says, “I want that too.”


  •••


  Fisher Carrington stands with his back to the door of the conference room, looking out onto the exercise courtyard. When the correctional officer closes the door behind himself, leaving me there, he turns slowly. He looks just the way he did the last time I saw him, during Rachel’s competency hearing: Armani suit, Bruno Magli shoes, thick head of white hair combed away from his sympathetic blue eyes. Those eyes take in my oversize jail scrubs, then immediately return to my face. “Well,” he says gravely. “I never imagined I’d talk to you here.”


  I walk to one of the chairs in the room and throw myself into it. “You know what, Fisher? Stranger things have happened.”


  We stare at each other, trying to adjust to this role reversal. He is not the enemy anymore; he is my only hope. He is calling the shots; I am just along for the ride. And over this is a veneer of professional understanding: that he will not ask me what I’ve done, and that I will not have to tell him.


  “You need to get me home, Fisher. I want to be back by the time my son sits down for lunch.”


  Fisher just nods. He’s heard this before. And it doesn’t really matter what I want, when all is said and done. “You know they’re going to ask for a Harnish hearing,” he says.


  Of course I know this; it is what I would do if I were prosecuting. In Maine, if the state can show probable cause that a capital crime was committed, then the defendant can be held without bail. In jail until the trial.


  For months.


  “Nina,” Fisher says, the first time he has called me anything other than counselor. “Listen to me.”


  But I don’t want to listen to him. I want him to listen to me. With great self-control I raise a blank face to his. “What’s next, Fisher?”


  He can see right through me, but Fisher Carrington is a gentleman. And so he pretends, just the way I am pretending. He smiles, as if we are old friends. “Next,” he replies, “we go to court.”


  •••


  Patrick stands in the back, behind the throngs of reporters that have come to film the arraignment of the prosecutor who shot a priest in cold blood. This is the stuff of TV movies, of fiction. It is a story to debate at the water cooler with colleagues. In fact, Patrick has been listening to the commentary on more than one channel. Words like retribution and reprisal slide like snakes from these journalists’ mouths. Sometimes, they don’t even mention Nina’s name.


  They talk about the angle of the bullet, the number of paces it took to cross from her seat to the priest’s. They give a history of child molestation convictions involving a priest. They do not say that Nina learned the difference between a front-end loader and a grader to satisfy the curiosity of her son. They do not mention that the contents of her pocketbook, catalogued at the jail, included a Matchbox car and a plastic glow-in-the-dark spider ring.


  They don’t know her, Patrick thinks. And therefore, they don’t know why.


  A reporter in front of him with a helmet of blond hair nods vigorously as her cameraman films her impromptu interview of a physiologist. “The amygdala influences aggression via a pathway of neurons that leads to the hypothalamus,” he says. “It sends bursts of electrical excitation down the stria terminalis, and that’s the trigger of rage. Certainly, there are environmental factors, but without the preexisting pattern...”


  Patrick tunes them out. A tangible awareness sweeps the gallery, and people begin to take their seats. Cyclopsian cameras blink. Hanging behind, Patrick tucks himself against the wall of the courtroom. He does not want to be recognized, and he isn’t quite sure why. Is he ashamed of bearing witness at Nina’s shame? Or is he afraid of what she might see in his face?


  He should not have come. Patrick tells himself this as the door to the holding cell opens and two bailiffs appear, flanking Nina. She looks tiny and frightened, and he remembers how she shivered against him, her back to his front, as he pushed her from the fray yesterday afternoon.


  Nina closes her eyes and then moves forward. On her face is the exact expression she wore at age eleven, a few feet up from the base on a ski lift, the moment before Patrick convinced the operator to let Nina off lest she pass out.


  He should not have come, but Patrick also knows he could not have stayed away.


  •••


  I am to be arraigned in the same courtroom where, yesterday, I murdered a man. The bailiff puts his hand on my shoulder and escorts me through the door. Hands cuffed behind my back, I walk where the priest walked. If I look hard enough, I can see his footsteps glowing.


  We march past the prosecutor’s table. Five times as many reporters are present today; there are even faces I recognize from Dateline and CNN. Did you know that television cameras running in unison sound like the song of cicadas? I turn to the gallery to find Caleb, but behind Fisher Carrington’s table there is only a row of empty seats.


  I am wearing my prison scrubs and low-heeled pumps. They cannot give you shoes in jail, so you wear whatever you were arrested in. And just yesterday, a lifetime ago, I was a professional woman. But as the heel of my shoe catches on the natty nap of a mat, I stumble and glance down.


  We are at the spot where the priest lay dead, yesterday. Where, presumably, the cleaning people who scoured this courtroom could not completely remove the stain of blood from the floor, and covered it with an industrial carpet remnant.


  Suddenly I cannot take a single step.


  The bailiff grabs my arm more firmly and drags me across the mat to Fisher Carrington’s side. There, I remember myself. I sit down in the same seat the priest was sitting in yesterday when I walked up and shot him. It’s warm beneath my thighs—lights beating down on the wood from the courtroom ceiling, or maybe just an old soul that hasn’t had the time to move on. The moment the bailiff steps away, I feel a rush of air at the nape of my neck, and I whip around, certain there will be someone waiting with a bullet for me.


  But there is no bullet, no sudden death. There are only the eyes of everyone in that courtroom, burning like acid. For their viewing pleasure, I start to bite my nails, twitch in my seat. Nervousness can pass for crazy.


  “Where is Caleb?” I whisper to Fisher.


  “I have no idea, but he came to my office this morning with the retainer. Keep your head straight.” Before I can answer, the judge raps his gavel.


  I do not know this judge. Presumably, they’ve brought him in from Lewiston. I do not know the AG either, sitting in my usual spot at the prosecution desk. He is enormous, bald, fearsome. He glances at me only once, and then his eyes move on—he has already dismissed me for crossing over to the dark side.


  What I want to do at that moment is walk over to this prosecutor and tug on his sleeve. Don’t judge me, I’d say, until you’ve seen the view from here. You are only as invincible as your smallest weakness, and those are tiny indeed—the length of a sleeping baby’s eyelash, the span of a child’s hand. Life turns on a dime, and—it turns out—so does one’s conscience.


  “Is the state ready to proceed?” the judge asks.


  The assistant attorney general nods. “Yes, Your Honor.”


  “Is the defense attorney ready to proceed?”


  “Yes, Your Honor,” Fisher says.


  “Will the defendant please come forward?”


  I don’t stand, at first. It is not a conscious rebuff; I’m just not used to being the one who rises at this point in the arraignment. The bailiff hauls me out of my seat, wrenching my arm in the process.


  Fisher Carrington remains in his chair, and my whole body grows cold. This is his chance to insult me. When a defendant stands and the attorney stays seated, it is a clear sign to insiders that he doesn’t give a damn about the client. As I lift my chin and turn away, resolved, Fisher slowly unfolds from his chair. He is a solid presence along my right side, a fortifying wall. He turns to me and raises an eyebrow, questioning my faith.


  “Please state your name?”


  I take a deep breath. “Nina Maurier Frost.”


  “Will the clerk please read the charge?” the judge asks.


  “The state of Maine hereby charges that on or about the thirtieth day of October, 2001, the defendant, Nina Maurier Frost, did slay and murder Glen Szyszynski in Biddeford, in the County of York, Maine. How do you plead?”


  Fisher smooths a hand down his tie. “We’re going to enter a plea of not guilty, Your Honor. And I’m putting the court and state on notice that we may be entering a plea of not guilty by reason of insanity at a later date.”


  None of this surprises the judge. It does not surprise me either, although Fisher and I have not discussed an insanity defense. “Mr. Brown,” the judge says, “when would you like to schedule a Harnish hearing?”


  This is expected, too. In the past I have seen State v. Harnish as a godsend, keeping felons temporarily off the street while I’m working to permanently lock them up. After all, do you really want someone who’s committed a capital crime walking free?


  Then again, in the past, I have not been the criminal in question.


  Quentin Brown looks at me, then turns to the judge. His eyes, obsidian, do not give anything away. “Your Honor, at this time, due to the severity of the crime and the open nature in which it was committed in this very courtroom, the state is asking for bail in the amount of $500,000 with surety.”


  The judge blinks at him. Stunned, Fisher turns to Brown. I want to stare at him, too, but I can’t, because then he will know that I’m sane enough to understand this unexpected gift. “Am I understanding, Mr. Brown, that the state is waiving its right for a Harnish hearing?” the judge clarifies. “That you wish to set bail in this case, as opposed to denying it?”


  Brown nods tightly. “May we approach, please?”


  He takes a step forward, and so does Fisher. Out of long habit, I take a step forward too, but the bailiffs standing behind me grab my arms.


  The judge puts his hand over the microphone so that the cameras cannot hear the conversation, but I can, even from a few feet away. “Mr. Brown, I understood that your evidence in this case was rather good.”


  “Judge, to tell you the truth, I don’t know whether she has a successful insanity plea or not... but I can’t in good faith ask this court to hold her without bail. She’s been a prosecutor for ten years. I don’t think she’s going to flee, and I don’t think she’s a risk to society. With all due respect, Your Honor, I’ve run that past my boss and her boss, and I’m asking the court to please do this without making it an issue for the press to devour.”


  Fisher immediately turns with a gracious smile. “Your Honor, I’d like to let Mr. Brown know that my client and I appreciate his sensitivity. This is a difficult case for everyone involved.”


  Me, I feel like dancing. To have the Harnish hearing waived is a tiny miracle. “The state is asking for bail in the amount of $500,000. What are the defendant’s ties to this state, Mr. Carrington?” the judge asks.


  “Your Honor, she’s a lifelong resident of Maine. She has a small child here. The defendant would be happy to turn in her passport and agree to not leave the state.”


  The judge nods. “Given the fact that she’s worked as a prosecutor for so long, as a condition of the defendant’s bail I am also going to bar her from speaking with any employees currently working at the York County District Attorney’s office until the completion of this case, to ensure that she doesn’t have any access to information.”


  “That’s fine, Your Honor,” Fisher says on my behalf.


  Quentin Brown jumps in. “In addition to bail, Judge, we’re asking for a special condition of a psychiatric evaluation.”


  “We have no problem with that,” Fisher answers. “We’d like one of our own, with a private psychiatrist.”


  “Does it matter to the state whether a private or a state psychiatrist is used, Mr. Brown?” the judge asks.


  “We want a state psychiatrist.”


  “Fine. I’ll make that a condition of bail, as well.” The judge writes something down in his file. “But I don’t believe $500,000 is necessary to keep this woman in the state. I’m setting bail at $100,000 with surety.”


  What happens next is a whirlwind: hands on my arms, pushing me back in the direction of the holding cell; Fisher’s face telling me he’ll call Caleb about the bail; reporters stampeding up the aisles and into the hall to phone their affiliates. I am left in the company of a deputy sheriff so thin his belt is notched like a pegboard. He locks me into the cell and then buries his face in Sports Illustrated.


  I’m going to get out. I’m going to be back home, having lunch with Nathaniel, just like I told Fisher Carrington yesterday.


  Hugging my knees to my chest, I start to cry. And let myself believe I just might get away with this.


  •••


  The day it first happened, they had been learning about the Ark. It was this huge boat, Mrs. Fiore told Nathaniel and the others. Big enough to fit all of them, their parents, and their pets. She gave everyone a crayon and a piece of paper to draw their favorite animal. “Let’s see what we come up with,” she had said, “and we’ll show them all to Father Glen before his story.”


  Nathaniel sat next to Amelia Underwood that day, a girl who always smelled of spaghetti sauce and the stuff that gets caught in bathtub drains. “Did elephants go on the boat?” she asked, and Mrs. Fiore nodded. “Everything.”


  “Raccoons?”


  “Yes.”


  “Narwhals?” That from Oren Whitford, who was already reading chapter books when Nathaniel wasn’t even sure which way the loop went on a b and a d.


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Cockroaches?”


  “Unfortunately,” Mrs. Fiore said.


  Phil Filbert raised his hand. “How about the holy goats?”


  Mrs. Fiore frowned. “That’s the Holy Ghost, Philip, which is something totally different.” But then she reconsidered. “I suppose it was there too, though.”


  Nathaniel raised his hand. The teacher smiled at him. “What animal are you thinking of?”


  But he wasn’t thinking of an animal at all. “I need to go pee,” he said, and all the other kids laughed. Heat spread across his face, and he grabbed the block of wood that Mrs. Fiore gave him for a bathroom pass and darted out the door. The bathroom was at the end of the hall, and Nathaniel lingered in there, flushing the toilet a bunch of times just to hear the sound of it; washing his hands with so much soap bubbles rose in the sink like a mountain.


  He was in no rush to get back to Sunday school. In the first place, everyone would still be laughing at him, and in the second place, Amelia Underwood stank worse than the little cakes inside the bathroom urinals. So he wandered down the hall a little farther, to Father Glen’s office. The door was usually locked, but right now, there was a crack just big enough for someone like Nathaniel to slip through. Without hesitation, he crept inside.


  The room smelled of lemons, just like the main part of the church. Nathaniel’s mother said that was because a lot of ladies volunteered to scrub the pews until they were shining, so he figured they probably came into the office and scrubbed too. There were no pews, though—only row after row of bookshelves. There were so many letters jammed onto the spines of the books that it made Nathaniel dizzy to try to sort them all out. He turned his attention instead to a picture hanging on the wall, of a man riding a white stallion, and spearing a dragon through its heart.


  Maybe dragons hadn’t fit onto the Ark, which was why no one ever saw them anymore.


  “St. George was awfully brave,” a voice said behind him, and Nathaniel realized he was not alone. “And you?” the priest asked with a slow smile. “Are you brave too?”


  •••


  If Nina had been his wife, Patrick would have sat in the front row of the gallery. He would have made eye contact with her the second she walked through the door of the courtroom, to let her know that no matter what, he was there for her. He wouldn’t have needed someone to come to his house and spoon-feed him the outcome of the arraignment.


  By the time Caleb answers the doorbell, Patrick is furious at him all over again.


  “She’s out on bail,” Patrick says without preamble. “You’ll have to get a check for ten thousand dollars to the courthouse.” He stares Caleb down, his hands jammed into the pockets of his jacket. “I assume you can do that. Or were you planning to leave your wife high and dry twice in one day?”


  “You mean the way she left me?” Caleb retorts. “I couldn’t go. I had no one to watch Nathaniel.”


  “That’s bullshit. You could have asked me. In fact, I’ll watch him right now. You go ahead, get Nina. She’s waiting.” He crosses his arms, calling Caleb’s bluff.


  “I’m not going,” Caleb says, and in less than a breath Patrick pins him against the doorframe.


  “What the fuck is the matter with you?” he grits out. “She needs you now.”


  Caleb, bigger and stronger, pushes back. He balls a fist, sends Patrick flying into the hedge on the path. “Don’t you tell me what my wife needs.” In the background is the sound of a tiny voice, calling for his father. Caleb turns, walks inside, closes the door behind him.


  Sprawled in the bushes, Patrick tries to catch his breath. He gets to his feet slowly, extricating leaves from his clothing. What is he supposed to do now? He cannot leave Nina in jail, and he doesn’t have the cash to bail her out himself.


  Suddenly the door opens again. Caleb stands there, a check in hand. Patrick takes it and Caleb nods in gratitude, neither one alluding to the fact that only minutes ago, they were willing to kill. This is the currency of apology; a deal transacted in the name of the woman who has unbalanced both of their lives.


  •••


  I’m ready to give Caleb a piece of my mind for missing the arraignment, but it’s going to have to wait until after I’ve held Nathaniel so close that he starts to melt into me. Fidgety, I wait for the deputy to unlock the holding cell and escort me into the anteroom of the sheriff’s department. There is a familiar face there, but it’s the wrong one.


  “I posted bail,” Patrick says. “Caleb gave me a check.”


  “He...” I start to speak, and then remember who is standing in front of me. It may be Patrick, but still. I turn to him, wide-eyed, as he leads me out the service entrance of the courthouse, to avoid the press. “Is he really dead? Do you promise me he’s really dead?”


  Patrick grabs my arm and turns me toward him. “Stop.” Pain pulls his features tight. “Please, Nina. Just stop.”


  He knows; of course he knows. This is Patrick. In a way it is a relief to no longer have to pretend with him; to have the opportunity to talk to someone who will understand. He leads me through the bowels of the building to a service entrance, and ducks me into his waiting Taurus. The parking lot is filled with news vans, satellite dishes mounted on top like strange birds. Patrick tosses something heavy in my lap, a thick edition of the Boston Globe.


  ABOVE THE LAW, the headline reads. And a subtitle: Priest Murdered in Maine; A District Attorney’s Biblical Justice. There is a full-color photo of me being tackled by Patrick and the bailiffs. In the right-hand corner is Father Szyszynski, lying in a pool of his own blood. I trace Patrick’s grainy profile. “You’re famous,” I say softly.


  Patrick doesn’t answer. He stares out at the road, focused on what lies ahead.


  I used to be able to talk to him about anything. That cannot have changed, just because of what I’ve done. But as I look out the window I see it is a different world—two-legged cats prance down the street, Gypsies twirl up driveways, zombies knock on doors. Somehow I’ve forgotten about Halloween; today nobody is the person he was just a day ago. “Patrick,” I begin.


  He cuts me off with a slash of his hand. “Nina, it’s already bad enough. Every time I think about what you did, I remember the night before, at Tequila Mockingbird. What I said to you.”


  People like that, they ought to be shot. I hadn’t remembered his words until now. Or had I? I reach across the seat to touch his shoulder, to reassure him that this isn’t his fault, but he recoils from me. “Whatever you’re thinking, you’re wrong. I—”


  Suddenly Patrick wrenches the car to the shoulder of the road. “Please, don’t tell me anything. I’m going to have to testify during your trial.”


  But I have always confided in Patrick. To crawl back behind my shell of insanity seems even crazier; a costume two sizes too small. I turn with a question in my eyes, and as usual, he responds before I can even put it into words. “Talk to Caleb instead,” he says, and he pulls back into the midday trickle of traffic.


  •••


  Sometimes when you pick up your child you can feel the map of your own bones beneath your hands, or smell the scent of your skin in the nape of his neck. This is the most extraordinary thing about motherhood—finding a piece of yourself separate and apart that all the same you could not live without. It is the feeling you get when you place the last scrap of the thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle; it is the last footfall in a photo-finish race; exhilaration and homecoming and stunned wonder, caught between those stubby fingers and the spaces where baby teeth have given way. Nathaniel barrels into my arms with the force of a hurricane, and just as easily sweeps me off my feet. “Mommy!”


  Oh, I think, this is why.


  Over my son’s head, I notice Caleb. He stands at a distance, his face impassive. I say, “Thank you for the check.”


  “You’re famous,” Nathaniel tells me. “Your picture was in the paper.”


  “Buddy,” Caleb asks, “you want to pick out a video and watch it in my room?”


  Nathaniel shakes his head. “Can Mommy come?”


  “In a little while. I have to talk to Daddy first.”


  So we go through the motions of parenting; Caleb settling Nathaniel on the great ocean of our bedspread, while I push the buttons that set a Disney tape into motion. It seems natural that while he waits here, entranced by fantasy, Caleb and I go into his little boy’s room to make sense of what’s real. We sit on the narrow bed, surrounded by a bevy of appliquéd Amazon tree frogs, a rainbow of poisonous color. Overhead, a caterpillar mobile drifts without a care in the world. “What the hell were you doing, Nina?” Caleb says, the opening thrust. “What were you thinking?”


  “Have the police talked to you? Are you in trouble?”


  “Why would I be?”


  “Because the police don’t know you weren’t planning this with me.”


  Caleb folds in on himself. “Is that what you did? Plan it?”


  “I planned to make it look unplanned,” I explain. “Caleb, he hurt Nathaniel. He hurt him. And he was going to get away with it.”


  “You don’t know that—”


  “I do. I see it every day. But this time, it was my baby. Our baby. How many years do you think Nathaniel will have nightmares about this? How many years will he be in therapy? Our son is never going to be the way he was. Szyszynski took away a piece of him that we’ll never get back. So why shouldn’t I have done the same to him?” Do unto others, I think, as you would have them do unto you.


  “But Nina. You...” He cannot even say it.


  “When you found out, when Nathaniel said his name, what was the first thought that ran through your mind?”


  Caleb looks into his lap. “I wanted to kill him.”


  “Yes.”


  He shakes his head. “Szyszynski was headed to a trial. He would have been punished for what he did.”


  “Not enough. There is no sentence a judge could pass down that would make up for this and you know it. I did what any parent would want to do. I just have to look crazy to get away with it.”


  “What makes you think you can?”


  “Because I know what it takes to be declared legally insane. I watch these defendants come in and I can tell you right away who’s going to get convicted and who’s going to walk. I know what you have to say, what you have to do.” I look Caleb right in the eye. “I am an attorney. But I shot a man in front of a judge, in front of a whole court. Why would I do that, if I weren’t crazy?”


  Caleb is quiet for a moment, turning the truth over in his hands. “Why are you telling me this?” he asks softly.


  “Because you’re my husband. You can’t testify against me during my trial. You’re the only one I can tell.”


  “Then why didn’t you tell me what you were going to do?”


  “Because,” I reply, “you would have stopped me.”


  When Caleb gets up and walks to the window, I follow him. I place my hand gently on his back, in the hollow that seems so vulnerable, even in a man full-grown. “Nathaniel deserves this,” I whisper.


  Caleb shakes his head. “No one deserves this.”


  •••


  As it turns out, you can function while your heart is being torn to shreds. Blood pumps, breath flows, neurons fire. What goes missing is the affect; a curious flatness to voice and actions that, if noted, speak of a hole so deep inside there’s no visible end to it. Caleb stares at this woman who just yesterday was his wife and sees a stranger in her place. He listens to her explanations and wonders when she took up this foreign language, this tongue that makes no sense.


  Of course, it is what any parent would want to do to the devil who preys upon a child. But 99.9 percent of those parents don’t act on it. Maybe Nina thinks she was avenging Nathaniel, but it was at the reckless expense of her own life. If Szyszynski had gone to jail, they would be patchwork and piecemeal, but they would still be a family. If Nina goes to jail, Caleb loses a wife. Nathaniel loses his mother.


  Caleb feels fire pooling like acid in the muscles of his shoulders. He is furious and stunned and maybe a little bit awed. He has traveled every inch of this woman, he understands what makes her cry and what brings her to rapture; he recognizes every cut and curve of her body; but he doesn’t know her at all.


  Nina stands expectantly beside him, waiting for him to tell her she did the right thing. Funny, that she would flout the law, but still need his approval. For this reason, and all the others, the words she wants to hear from him will not come.


  When Nathaniel walks into the room with the dining room tablecloth wrapped around his shoulders, Caleb latches onto him. In this storm of strangeness, Nathaniel is the one thing he can recognize. “Hey!” Caleb cries with too much enthusiasm, and he tosses the boy into the air. “That’s some cape!”


  Nina turns too, a smile placed on her face where the earnestness was a moment before. She reaches for Nathaniel, too, and out of pure spite, Caleb hefts the child high on his shoulders where she cannot reach.


  “It’s getting dark,” Nathaniel says. “Can we go?”


  “Go where?”


  In answer, Nathaniel points out the window. On the street below is a battalion of tiny goblins, miniature monsters, fairy princesses. Caleb notices, for the first time, that the leaves have all fallen; that grinning pumpkins roost like lazy hens on the stone walls of his neighbor’s home. How could he have missed the signs of Halloween?


  He looks at Nina, but she has been just as preoccupied. As if on cue, the doorbell rings. Nathaniel wriggles on Caleb’s shoulders. “Get it! Get it!”


  “We’ll have to get it later.” Nina tosses him a helpless look; there is no candy in this house. There is nothing left that’s sweet.


  Worse, yet, there is no costume. Caleb and Nina realize this at the same moment, and it sews them close. They both recall Nathaniel’s previous Halloweens in descending order: knight in shining armor, astronaut, pumpkin, crocodile, and, as an infant, caterpillar. “What would you like to be?” Nina asks.


  Nathaniel tosses his magical tablecloth over his shoulder. “A superhero,” he says. “A new one.”


  Caleb is fairly sure they could muster up Superman on short notice. “What’s wrong with the old ones?”


  Everything, it turns out. Nathaniel doesn’t like Superman because he can be felled by Kryptonite. Green Lantern’s ring doesn’t work on anything yellow. The Incredible Hulk is too stupid. Even Captain Marvel runs the risk of being tricked into saying the word Shazam! and turning himself back into young Billy Batson.


  “How about Ironman?” Caleb suggests.


  Nathaniel shakes his head. “He could rust.”


  “Aquaman?”


  “Needs water.”


  “Nathaniel,” Nina says gently, “nobody’s perfect.”


  “But they’re supposed to be,” Nathaniel explains, and Caleb understands. Tonight, Nathaniel needs to be invincible. He needs to know that what happened to him could never, ever happen again.


  “What we need,” Nina muses, “is a superhero with no Achilles’ heel.”


  “A what?” Nathaniel says.


  She takes his hand. “Let’s see.” From his closet, she extracts a pirate’s bandanna, and wraps this rakishly around Nathaniel’s head. She crisscrosses a spool of yellow crime-scene tape Patrick once brought around Nathaniel’s chest. She gives him swimming goggles, tinted blue, for X-ray vision, and pulls a pair of red shorts over his sweatpants because this is Maine, after all, and she is not about to let him go out half-dressed in the cold. Then she surreptitiously motions to Caleb, so that he pulls off his red thermal shirt and hands it to her. This she ties around Nathaniel’s neck, a second cape. “Oh, my gosh, do you see who he looks like?”


  Caleb has no idea, but he plays along. “I can’t believe it.”


  “Who? Who!” Nathaniel is fairly dancing with excitement.


  “Well, IncrediBoy, of course,” Nina answers. “Didn’t you ever see his comic book?”


  “No...”


  “Oh, he’s the most super superhero. He’s got these two capes, see, which allow him to fly farther and faster.”


  “Cool!”


  “And he can pull people’s thoughts right out of their heads, before they even speak them. In fact, you look so much like him, I bet you’ve got that superpower already. Go ahead.” Nina squinches her eyes shut. “Guess what I’m thinking.”


  Nathaniel frowns, concentrating. “Um... that I’m as good at this as IncrediBoy?”


  She slaps her forehead. “Oh my gosh! Nathaniel, how’d you do that!”


  “I think I got his X-ray vision, too,” Nathaniel crows. “I can see through houses and know what candy people are giving out!” He dashes forward, heading for the stairs. “Hurry up, okay?”


  With the buffer of their son gone, Caleb and Nina smile uncomfortably at each other again. “What are you going to do when he can’t see through doors?” Caleb asks.


  “Tell him it’s a glitch in his optical sensor that needs to be checked out.”


  Nina walks out of the room, but Caleb stays upstairs a moment longer. From the window, he watches his ragtag son leap off the porch in a single bound—grace born of confidence. Even from up here, Caleb can see Nathaniel’s smile, can hear the sharp start of his laugh. And he wonders if maybe Nina is right; if a superhero is nothing but an ordinary person who believes that she cannot fail.


  


  She is holding the gun that’s a blow-dryer up to her head, when I ask. “What’s the next thing after love?”


  “What?”


  The stuff I need to say is all tangled. “You love Mason, right?”


  The dog hears his name and smiles. “Well, sure,” she says.


  “And you love Daddy more than that?”


  She looks down at me. “Yes.”


  “And you love me even higher?”


  Her eyebrows fly. “True.”


  “So what comes after that?”


  She lifts me and puts me on the edge of the sink. The countertop is warm where the blow-dryer has been sitting; it just might be alive. For a minute, she thinks hard. “The next thing after love,” she tells me, “is being a mom.”


  FIVE


  At one point in my life, I had wanted to save the world. I’d listened, dewy-eyed, to law school professors and truly believed that as a prosecutor, I had a chance to rid the planet of evil. This was before I understood that when you have five hundred open cases, you make the conscious decision to plead as many as you can. It was before I realized that righteousness has less to do with a verdict than persuasion. Before I realized that I had not chosen a crusade, but only a job.


  Still, it never entered my mind to be a defense attorney. I couldn’t stomach the thought of standing up and lying on behalf of a morally depraved criminal, and as far as I was concerned most of them were guilty until proven innocent. But sitting in Fisher Carrington’s sumptuous paneled office, being handed Jamaican coffee, $27.99 per pound, by his trim and efficient secretary, I start to understand the attraction.


  Fisher comes out to meet me. His Newman-blue eyes twinkle, as if he couldn’t be more delighted to find me sitting in his antechamber. And why shouldn’t he be? He could charge me an arm and a leg and knows I will pay it. He has the chance to work on a high-profile murder that will net him a ton of new business. And finally, it’s a departure from your run-of-the-mill case, the kind Fisher can do in his sleep.


  “Nina,” he says. “Good to see you.” As if, less than twenty-four hours ago, we hadn’t met each other in the conference room of a jail. “Come back to my office.”


  It is heavily paneled, a man’s room that conjures the smell of cigar smoke and snifters of brandy. He has the same books of statutes lining his shelves that I do, and somehow that is comforting. “How’s Nathaniel?”


  “Fine.” I take a seat in an enormous leather wing chair and let my eyes wander.


  “He must be happy to have his mother home.”


  More than his father is, I think. My attention fixes on a small Picasso sketch on the wall. Not a lithograph—the real thing.


  “What are you thinking?” Fisher asks, sitting down across from me.


  “That the state doesn’t pay me enough.” I turn to him. “Thank you. For getting me out yesterday.”


  “Much as I’d like to take the credit, that was a gift horse prancing in, and you know it. I didn’t expect leniency from Brown.”


  “I wouldn’t expect it again.” I can feel his eyes on me, measuring. As compared to my behavior at yesterday’s brief meeting, I’m under much greater control.


  “Let’s get down to business,” Fisher announces. “Did you give the police a statement?”


  “They asked. I repeated that I’d done all I could do. That I couldn’t do any more.”


  “You said this how many times?”


  “Over and over.”


  Fisher sets down his Waterman and folds his hands. His expression is a curious mix of morbid fascination, respect, and resignation. “You know what you’re doing,” he says, a statement.


  I look at him over the rim of my coffee mug. “You don’t want to ask me that.”


  Leaning back in his chair, Fisher grins. He has dimples, two in each cheek. “Were you a drama major before you got to law school?”


  “Sure,” I say. “Weren’t you?”


  There are so many questions he wants to ask me; I can see them fighting inside of him like small soldiers desperate to join this fray. I can’t blame him. By now, he knows I’m sane; he knows the game I have chosen to play. This is equivalent to having a Martian land in one’s backyard. You can’t possibly walk away without poking it once, to see what it’s made of inside.


  “How come you had your husband call me?”


  “Because juries love you. People believe you.” I hesitate, then give him the truth. “And because I hated going up against you.”


  Fisher accepts this as his due. “We need to prepare an insanity defense. Or go with extreme anger.”


  There are no different degrees of murder in Maine, and the mandatory sentence is twenty-five years to life. Which means if I am to be acquitted, I have to be not guilty—(difficult to prove, given that the act is on film); not guilty by reason of insanity; or under the influence of extreme anger brought on by adequate provocation. That final defense reduces the crime to manslaughter, a lesser charge. It’s somewhat amazing that in this state, it is legal to kill someone if they piss you off enough and if the jury agrees you had good reason to be pissed off, but there you have it.


  “My advice is to argue both,” Fisher suggests. “If—”


  “No. If you argue both, it looks sleazy to the jury. Trust me. It seems like even you can’t make up your mind why I’m not guilty.” I think about this for a minute. “Besides, having twelve jurors agree on what justifies provocation is more of a long shot than having them recognize insanity when a prosecutor shoots a man right in front of a judge. And winning on extreme anger isn’t an out-and-out win—it only lessens the conviction. If you get me off on an insanity charge, it’s a complete acquittal.”


  My defense is starting to form in my mind. “Okay.” I lean forward, ready to let him in on my plan. “We’re going to get a call from Brown for the state psychiatric investigation. We can go to that shrink first, and based on that report, we can find someone to use as our own psychiatric expert.”


  “Nina,” Fisher says patiently. “You are the client. I am the attorney. Understand that now, or this isn’t going to work.”


  “Come on, Fisher. I know exactly what to do.”


  “No, you don’t. You’re a prosecutor, and you don’t know the first thing about running a defense.”


  “It’s all about putting on a good act, right? And haven’t I already done that?” Fisher waits until I settle back in my chair with my arms crossed over my chest, defeated. “All right, fine. Then what are we going to do?”


  “Go to the state psychiatrist,” Fisher says dryly. “And then find someone to use as our own psychiatric expert.” When I lift my brows, he ignores me. “I’m going to ask for all the information Detective Ducharme put together on the investigation involving your son, because that was what led you to believe you needed to kill this man.”


  Kill this man. The phrase sends a shiver down my spine. We toss these words about so easily, as if we are discussing the weather, or the Red Sox scores.


  “Is there anything else you can think of that I need to ask for?”


  “The underwear,” I tell him. “My son’s underwear had semen on it. It was sent out for DNA testing but hasn’t come back yet.”


  “Well, that doesn’t really matter anymore—”


  “I want to see it,” I announce, brooking no argument. “I need to see that report.”


  Fisher nods, makes a note. “Fine, then. I’ll request it. Anything else?” I shake my head. “All right. When I get the discovery in, I’ll call you. In the meantime, don’t leave the state, don’t talk to anyone in your office, don’t screw up, because you’re not going to get a second chance.” He stands, dismissing me.


  I walk to the door, trailing my fingers over the polished wainscoting. With my hand on the knob, I pause, then look over my shoulder. He is making notes inside my file, just the way I do when I begin a case. “Fisher?” He glances up. “Do you have any children?”


  “Two. One daughter’s a sophomore at Dartmouth, the other is in high school.”


  It is suddenly hard to swallow. “Well,” I say softly. “That’s good to know.”


  •••


  Lord have mercy. Christ have mercy.


  None of the reporters or parishioners who have come to Father Szyszynski’s funeral Mass at St. Anne’s recognize the woman draped in black and sitting in the second-to-last row of the church, not responding to the Kyrie. I have been careful to hide my face with a veil; to keep my silence. I have not told Caleb where I am headed; he thinks I am coming home after my appointment with Fisher. But instead I sit in a state of mortal sin, listening to the archbishop extol the virtues of the man I killed.


  He may have been accused, but he was never convicted. Ironically, I have turned him into a victim. The pews are crushed with his flock, coming to pay their last respects. Everything is silver and white—the vestments of the clergy that have come to send Szyszynski off to God, the lilies lining the aisle, the altar boys who led the procession with their tapers, the pall over the casket—and the church looks, I imagine, like Heaven does.


  The archbishop prays over the gleaming coffin, two priests beside him waving the censer and the Holy Water. They seem familiar; I realize they are the ones that recently visited the parish. I wonder if one of them will take over, now that there is no priest.


  I confess to Almighty God, and to you here present, that I have sinned through my own fault.


  The sweet smoke of candles and flowers makes my head swim. The last funeral Mass I attended was my father’s, one with far less pageantry than this, although the service bled by in the same stream of disbelief. I can remember the priest who had put his hands over mine and offered me the greatest condolence he could: “He’s with God, now.”


  As the Gospel is read, I look around the congregation. Some of the older women are sobbing; most are staring at the archbishop with the solemnity he commands. If Szyszynski’s body belongs to Christ, then who controlled his mind? Who placed in that brain the seed to hurt a child? What made him pick mine?


  Words jump out at me: commend his soul; with his Maker; Hosanna in the highest.


  The organ’s notes throb, and then the archbishop stands to deliver the eulogy. “Father Glen Szyszynski,” he begins, “was well loved by his congregation.”


  I cannot say why I came here; why I knew that I would swim an ocean, break through fetters, run cross-country if need be to witness Szyszynski’s burial. Maybe it is closure for me; maybe it is the proof I still need.


  This is My Body.


  I picture his face in profile, the minute before I pulled the trigger.


  This is the cup of My Blood.


  His skull, shattered.


  Into the silence I gasp, and the people sitting on either side of me turn, curious.


  When we stand like automatons and file into the aisle to take Communion, I find my feet moving before I can remember to stop them. I open my mouth for the priest holding the Host. “Body of Christ,” he says, and he looks me in the eye.


  “Amen,” I answer.


  When I turn my gaze falls on the front left pew, where a woman in black is bent over at the waist, sobbing so hard she cannot catch her breath. Her iron-gray curls wilt beneath her black cloche hat; her hands are knotted so tightly around the edge of the pew I think she may splinter the wood. The priest who has given me Communion whispers to another clergyman, who takes over as he goes to comfort her. And that is when it hits me:


  Father Szyszynski was someone’s son, too.


  My chest fills with lead and my legs melt beneath me. I can tell myself that I have gotten retribution for Nathaniel; I can say that I was morally right—but I cannot take away the truth that another mother has lost her child because of me.


  Is it right to close one cycle of pain if it only opens up another one?


  The church starts to spin, and the flowers are reaching for my ankles. A face as wide as the moon looms in front of me, speaking words that I cannot hear. If I faint, they will know who I am. They will crucify me. I summon all the strength I have left to shove aside the people in my way, to lurch down the aisle, to push open the double doors of St. Anne’s and break free.


  •••


  Mason, the golden retriever, has been called Nathaniel’s dog for as long as Nathaniel can remember, although he was part of the family for ten months before Nathaniel was even born. And the strange thing is, if it had been the other way around—if Nathaniel had gotten here first—he would have told his parents that he really wanted a cat. He likes the way you can drape a kitten over your arm, the same way you’d carry a coat if you got too hot. He likes the sound they make against his ear, how it makes his skin hum, too. He likes the way they don’t take baths; he likes the fact that they can fall from a great height, but land on their feet.


  He asked for a kitten one Christmas, and although Santa had brought him everything else, the cat didn’t happen. It was Mason, he knew. The dog had a habit of bringing in gifts—the skull of a mouse he’d chewed clean, the body of a thrashed snake found at the end of the drive, a toad caught in the bowl of his mouth. God knows, Nathaniel’s mother said, what he’d do to a kitten.


  So that day when he wandered in the basement of the church, the day he’d been looking at the dragon painting in Father Glen’s office, the first thing Nathaniel noticed was the cat. She was black, with three white paws, as if she’d stepped into paint and realized, partway through, that it wasn’t such a good idea. Her tail twitched like a snake charmer’s cobra. Her face was no bigger than Nathaniel’s palm.


  “Ah,” the priest said. “You like Esme.” He reached down and scratched between the cat’s ears. “That’s my girl.” Scooping the cat into his arms, he sat down on the couch beneath the painting of the dragon. Nathaniel thought he was very brave. Had it been him, he’d be worried about the monster coming to life, eating him whole. “Would you like to pet her?”


  Nathaniel nodded, his throat so full of his good fortune that he couldn’t even speak. He came closer to the couch, to the small ball of fur in the priest’s lap. He placed his hand on the kitten’s back, feeling the heat and the bones and the heart of her. “Hi,” he whispered. “Hi, Esme.”


  Her tail tickled Nathaniel under the chin, and he laughed. The priest laughed too, and put his hand on the back of Nathaniel’s neck. It was the same spot where Nathaniel was petting the cat, and for a moment he saw something like the endless mirror in a carnival’s fun house—him touching the cat, and the priest touching him, and maybe even the big invisible hand of God touching the priest. Nathaniel lifted his palm, took a step back.


  “She likes you,” the priest said.


  “For real?”


  “Oh, yes. She doesn’t act this way around most of the children.”


  That made Nathaniel feel tall all over. He scratched the cat’s ears again, and he would have sworn she smiled.


  “That’s it,” the priest encouraged. “Don’t stop.”


  •••


  Quentin Brown sits at Nina’s desk in the district attorney’s office, wondering what’s missing. For lack of space, he has been given her office as a base of operations, and the irony has not been lost on him that he will be planning the conviction of this woman from the very seat in which she once sat. What he has learned, from observation, is that Nina Frost is a neat-freak—her paper clips, for the love of God, are sorted by size in small dishes. Her files are alphabetized. There is not a clue to be found—no crumpled Post-it with the name of a gun dealer; not even a doodle of Father Szyszynski’s face on the blotter. This could be anyone’s workspace, Quentin thinks, and therein lies the problem.


  What kind of woman doesn’t keep a picture of her kid or her husband on her desk?


  He mulls over what this might or might not mean for a moment, then takes out his wallet. From the folds he pulls a worn baby photo of Gideon. They’d had it taken at Sears. To get that smile on the boy’s face, Quentin had pretended to hit Tanya on the head with a Nerf football, and he’d inadvertently knocked out her contact lens. He sets the photograph square, now, in the corner of Nina Frost’s blotter, as the door opens.


  Two Biddeford detectives enter—Evan Chao and Patrick Ducharme, if Quentin recalls correctly. “Come in,” he says, gesturing to the seats across from him. “Take a seat.”


  They form a solid block, their shoulders nearly touching. Quentin lifts a remote control and turns on a television/VCR on the shelf behind them. He has already watched the tape a thousand times himself, and imagines that the two detectives have seen it as well. Hell, most of New England has seen it by now; it was run on all the CBS news affiliates. Chao and Ducharme turn, mesmerized by the sight of Nina Frost on the small screen, walking with a preternatural grace toward the railing of the gallery and lifting a handgun. In this version, the unedited one, you can see the right side of Glen Szyszynski’s head exploding.


  “Jesus,” Chao murmurs.


  Quentin lets the tape run. This time, he isn’t watching it—he’s watching the reactions of the detectives. He doesn’t know Chao or Ducharme from a hole in the wall, but he can tell you this—they’ve worked with Nina Frost for seven years; they’ve worked with Quentin for twenty-four hours. As the camera tilts wildly, coming to rest on the scuffle between Nina and the bailiffs, Chao looks into his lap. Ducharme stares resolutely at the screen, but there is no emotion on his face.


  With one click, Quentin shuts off the TV. “I’ve read the witness statements, all 124 of them. And, naturally, it doesn’t hurt to have the entire fiasco in living color.” He leans forward, his elbows on Nina’s desk. “The evidence is solid here. The only question is whether she is or isn’t guilty by reason of insanity. She’ll either run with that, or extreme anger.” Turning to Chao, he asks, “Did you go to the autopsy?”


  “Yeah, I did.”


  “And?”


  “They already released the body to the funeral home, but they won’t give me a report until the victim’s medical records arrive.”


  Quentin rolls his eyes. “Like there’s a question here about the cause of death?”


  “It’s not that,” Ducharme interrupts. “They like to have all the medical records attached. It’s the office protocol.”


  “Well, tell them to hurry up,” Quentin says. “I don’t care if Szyszynski had full-blown AIDS... that isn’t what he died of.” He opens a file on his desk and waves a paper at Patrick Ducharme. “What the hell was this?”


  He lets the detective read his own report about the interrogation of Caleb Frost, under suspicion for molesting his own son. “The boy was mute,” Patrick explains. “He was taught basic sign language, and when we pressed him to ID the perp, he kept making the sign for father.” Patrick hands back the paper. “We went to Caleb Frost first.”


  “What did she do?” Quentin asks. There is no need to spell out to whom he’s referring.


  Patrick rubs a hand over his face, muttering into his hand.


  “I didn’t quite catch that, Detective,” Quentin says.


  “She got a restraining order against her husband.”


  “Here?”


  “In Biddeford.”


  “I want a copy of that.”


  Patrick shrugs. “It was vacated.”


  “I don’t care. Nina Frost shot the man she was convinced molested her son. But just four days earlier, she was convinced it was a different man. Her lawyer’s going to tell a jury that she killed the priest because he was the one who hurt her child... but how sure was she?”


  “There was semen,” Patrick says. “On her son’s underwear.”


  “Yes.” Quentin rifles through some more pages. “Where’s the DNA on that?”


  “At the lab. It should be back this week.”


  Quentin’s head comes up slowly. “She didn’t even see the DNA results on the underwear before she shot the guy?”


  A muscle jumps along Patrick’s jaw. “Nathaniel told me. Her son. He made a verbal ID.”


  “My five-year-old nephew tells me the tooth fairy’s the one who brought him a buck, but that doesn’t mean I believe him, Lieutenant.”


  Before he has even finished his sentence, Patrick is out of his chair, leaning across the desk toward Quentin. “You don’t know Nathaniel Frost,” he bites out. “And you have no right to question my professional judgment.”


  Quentin stands, towering over the detective. “I have every right. Because reading your file on the investigation, it sure looks to me like you fucked up simply because you were giving a DA who jumped to conclusions special treatment. And I’ll be damned if I’m going to let you do that again while we prosecute her.”


  “She didn’t jump to conclusions,” Patrick argues. “She knew exactly what she was doing. Christ, if it were my kid, I would have done the same thing.”


  “Both of you listen to me. Nina Frost is a murder suspect. She made the choice to commit a criminal act. She killed a man in cold blood in front of a courtroom of people. Your job is to uphold laws, and no one—no one—gets to bend those to their own advantage, not even a district attorney.” Quentin turns to the first policeman. “Is that clear, Detective Chao?”


  Chao nods tightly.


  “Detective Ducharme?”


  Patrick meets his eye, sinks into his chair. It is not until long after the detectives have left the office that Quentin realizes Ducharme never actually answered.


  •••


  Getting ready for winter, in Caleb’s opinion, is only wishful thinking. The best preparation in the world isn’t going to keep a storm from catching you unaware. The thing about nor’easters is that you don’t always see them coming. They head out to sea, then turn around and batter Maine hard. There have been times in recent years that Caleb has opened the front door to find a chest-high drift of snow; has dug his way free with a shovel kept in the front closet to find a world that looks nothing like it did the night before.


  Today, he is readying the house. That means hiding Nathaniel’s bike in the garage, and unearthing the Flexible Flyer and the cross-country skis instead. Caleb has covered the shrubs in the front of the house with triangular wooden horses, little hats to keep their fragile branches from the ice and snow that slide off the roof.


  All that is left, now, is storing enough chopped wood to last through the winter. He’s brought in three loads now, stacking them in crosshatches in the basement. Slivers of oak jab his thick gloves as he moves in rhythm, taking a pair of split logs from the pile dumped down the bulkhead and laying them neatly in place. Caleb feels a wistfulness press in on him, as if each growing inch of the woodpile is taking away something summerish—a bright flock of goldfinches, a raging stream, the steam of loam overturned by a tiller. All winter long, when he burns these stacks, Caleb imagines it like a puzzle. With each log he tosses on a fire, he is able to remember the song of a cricket, or the arc of stars in the July sky. And so on, until the basement is empty again, and springtime has flung itself, jubilant, over his property.


  “Do you think we’ll make it through the winter?”


  At Nina’s voice, Caleb startles. She has come down the basement stairs and stands at the bottom with her arms crossed, surveying the stacks of wood. “Doesn’t seem like much,” she adds.


  “I’ve got plenty.” Caleb places two more logs. “I just haven’t brought it all in yet.”


  He is aware of Nina’s eyes on him as he turns and bends, lifts a large burl into his arms, and deposits it at the top of a tall stack. “So.”


  “Yes,” she answers.


  “How was the lawyer’s?”


  She shrugs. “He’s a defense attorney.”


  Caleb assumes this is meant as an insult. As always in legal matters, he doesn’t know what to say in response. The basement is only half full, but Caleb is suddenly aware of how big he is, and how close he is to Nina, and how the room does not seem able to hold both of them. “Are you going back out again? Because I need to go to the hardware store to get that tarp.”


  He doesn’t need a tarp; he has four of them stored in the garage. He does not even know why those words have flown from his mouth, like birds desperate to escape through a chimney flue. And yet, he keeps speaking: “Can you watch Nathaniel?”


  Nina goes still in front of his eyes. “Of course I can watch Nathaniel. Or do you think I’m too unstable to take care of him?”


  “I didn’t mean it like that.”


  “You did, Caleb. You may not want to admit it, but you did.” There are tears in her eyes. But because he cannot think of the words that might take them away, Caleb simply nods and walks past her, their shoulders brushing as he makes his way up the stairs.


  He doesn’t drive to the hardware store, naturally. Instead he finds himself meandering across the county on back roads, pulling into Tequila Mockingbird, the little bar that Nina talks about from time to time. He knows she meets Patrick there for lunch every week; he even knows that the ponytailed bartender is named Stuyvesant. But Caleb has never set foot in the place, and when he walks through the door into the nearly empty afternoon room, he feels like a secret is swelling beneath his ribs—he knows so much more about this place than it knows about him.


  “Afternoon,” Stuyvesant says, as Caleb hovers at the bar. Which seat does Nina take? He stares at each of them, lined up like teeth, trying to divine the one. “What can I get you?”


  Caleb drinks beer. He’s never been much for hard liquor. But he asks for a shot of Talisker, a bottle he can read across the bar whose name sounds just as soothing on the tongue as, he imagines, the whiskey it describes. Stuyvesant sets it down in front of him with a bowl of peanuts. There is a businessman sitting three stools away, and a woman trying not to cry as she writes a letter at a booth. Caleb lifts the glass to the bartender. “Sláinte,” he says, a toast he once heard in a movie.


  “You Irish?” Stuyvesant asks, running a cloth around the polished hood of the bar.


  “My father was.” In fact, Caleb’s parents had both been born in America, and his ancestry was Swedish and British.


  “No kidding.” This from the businessman, glancing over. “My sister lives in County Cork. Gorgeous place.” He laughs. “Why on earth did you come over here?”


  Caleb takes a sip of his whiskey. “Didn’t have much choice,” he lies. “I was two years old.”


  “You live in Sanford?”


  “No. Here on business. Sales.”


  “Aren’t we all?” The man lifts his beer. “God bless the corporate expense account, right?” He signals to Stuyvesant. “Another round for us,” he says, and then to Caleb: “My treat. Or rather, my company’s.”


  They talk about the upcoming Bruins season, and the way it feels like snow already. They debate the merits of the Midwest, where the businessman lives, versus New England. Caleb doesn’t know why he is not telling the businessman the truth—but prevarication comes so easily, and the knowledge that this man will buy anything he says right now is oddly liberating. So Caleb pretends he’s from Rochester, New Hampshire, a place he has never actually been. He fabricates a company name, a product line of construction equipment, and a history of distinguished achievement. He lets the lies tumble from his lips, gathers them like marker chips at a casino, almost giddy to see how many he can stack before they come crashing down.


  The man glances at his watch and swears. “Gotta call home. If I’m late, my wife assumes I’ve wrapped my rental car around a tree. You know?”


  “Never been married,” Caleb shrugs, and drinks the Talisker through the sieve of his teeth, like baleen.


  “Smart move.” The businessman hops off the stool, headed toward the rear of the bar, a pay phone from which Nina has called Caleb once or twice when her own cell phone’s battery died. As he passes, he holds out his hand. “Name’s Mike Johanssen, by the way.”


  Caleb shakes. “Glen,” he answers. “Glen Szyszynski.”


  He remembers too late that he is supposed to be Irish, not Polish. That Stuyvesant, who lives here, will surely pick up on the name. But neither of these things matters. By the time the businessman returns and Stuyvesant thinks twice, Caleb has left the bar, more comfortable wearing another man’s unlikely identity than he feels these days in his own.


  •••


  The state psychiatrist is so young that I have a profound urge to reach across the desk separating us and smooth his cowlick. But if I did that, Dr. Storrow would probably die of fright, certain I mean to strangle him with the strap of my purse. It is why he chose to meet me at the court in Alfred, and I can’t say I blame him. All of this man’s clients are either insane or homicidal, and the safest place to conduct his interview—in lieu of jail—is a public venue with plenty of bailiffs milling around.


  I have dressed with great deliberation, not in my usual conservative suit, but in khaki pants and a cotton turtleneck and loafers. When Dr. Storrow looks at me, I don’t want him to be thinking lawyer. I want him to remember his own mother, standing on the sidelines of his soccer game, cheering him to victory.


  The first time he speaks, I expect his voice to crack. “You were a prosecutor in York County, weren’t you, Ms. Frost?”


  I have to think before I answer. How crazy is crazy? Should I seem to have trouble understanding him, should I start gnawing the collar of my shirt? It will be easy to deceive a shrink as inexperienced as Storrow... but that is no longer the issue. Now, I need to make sure that the insanity is temporary. That I get, as we call it, acquitted without being committed. So I smile at him. “Call me Nina,” I offer. “And yes.”


  “Okay,” Dr. Storrow says. “I have this questionnaire, um, to fill out, and give to the court.” He takes out a piece of paper I have seen a thousand times, fill-in-the-blanks, and begins to read. “Did you take any medication before you came here today?”


  “No.”


  “Have you ever been charged with a crime before?”


  “No.”


  “Have you ever been to court before?”


  “Every day,” I say. “For the past ten years.”


  “Oh...” Dr. Storrow blinks at me, as if he’s just remembered who he is talking to. “Oh, that’s right. Well, I still need to ask you these questions, if that’s okay.” He clears his throat. “Do you understand what the role of the judge is in a trial?”


  I raise one eyebrow.


  “I’m going to take that as a yes,” Dr. Storrow scribbles on his form. “Do you know what the role of the prosecutor is?”


  “Oh, I think I have a pretty good idea.”


  Do you know what the defense attorney does? Do you understand that the state is trying to prove you guilty beyond a reasonable doubt? The questions come, silly as cream pies thrown at the face of a clown. Fisher and I will use this ridiculous rubber stamp interview to our advantage. On paper, without the inflection of my voice, my answers will not look absurd—they will only seem a little evasive, a little strange. And Dr. Storrow is too inexperienced to communicate on the stand that all along I knew exactly what he was talking about.


  “What should you do if something happens in court that you don’t understand?”


  I shrug. “I’d have my attorney ask what legal precedent they were following, so that I could look it up.”


  “Do you understand that anything you say to your lawyer, he can’t repeat?”


  “Really?”


  Dr. Storrow puts down the form. With a perfectly straight face, he says, “I think we can move on.” He looks at my purse, from which I once pulled a gun. “Have you ever been diagnosed with a psychiatric illness?”


  “No.”


  “Have you ever been on any medication for psychiatric problems?”


  “No.”


  “Do you have a history of emotional breakdown triggered by stress?”


  “No.”


  “Have you ever owned a gun before?”


  I shake my head.


  “Have you ever been to counseling of any kind?”


  That question gives me pause. “Yes,” I admit, thinking back to the confessional at St. Anne’s. “It was the worst mistake of my life.”


  “Why?”


  “When I found out my son had been sexually abused, I went to confession at my church. I talked to my priest about it. And then I found out that he was the bastard who did it.”


  My language makes a blush rise above the collar of his button-down shirt. “Ms. Frost—Nina—I need to ask you some questions about the day that... that everything happened.”


  I start to pull at the sleeves of my turtleneck. Not a lot, just so that fabric covers my hands. I look into my lap. “I had to do it,” I whisper.


  I am getting so good at this.


  “How were you feeling that day?” Dr. Storrow asks. Doubt ices his voice; just moments ago, I was perfectly lucid.


  “I had to do it... you understand. I’ve seen this happen too many times. I couldn’t lose him to this.” I close my eyes, thinking of every successful insanity defense I’ve ever heard proposed to a court. “I didn’t have a choice. I couldn’t have stopped myself... it was like I was watching someone else do it, someone else reacting.”


  “But you knew what you were doing,” Dr. Storrow replies, and I have to catch myself before my head snaps up. “You’ve prosecuted people who’ve done horrible things.”


  “I didn’t do a horrible thing. I saved my son. Isn’t that what mothers are supposed to do?”


  “What do you think mothers are supposed to do?” he asks.


  Stay awake all night when an infant has a cold, as if she might be able to breathe for him. Learn how to speak Pig Latin, and make a pact to talk that way for an entire day. Bake at least one cake with every ingredient in the pantry, just to see how it will taste.


  Fall in love with your son a little more every day.


  “Nina?” Dr. Storrow says. “Are you all right?”


  I look up and nod through my tears. “I’m sorry.”


  “Are you?” He leans forward. “Are you truly sorry?”


  We are not talking about the same thing anymore. I imagine Father Szyszynski, on his way to Hell. I think of all the ways to interpret those words, and then I meet Dr. Storrow’s gaze. “Was he?”


  •••


  Nina has always tasted better than any other woman, Caleb thinks, as his lips slip down the slope of one shoulder. Like honey and sun and caramel—from the roof of her mouth to the hollow behind her knee. There are times Caleb believes he could feast on his wife and never feel that he is getting enough.


  Her hands come up to clutch his shoulder, and in the half dark her head falls back, making the line of her throat a landscape. Caleb buries his face there, and tries to navigate by touch. Here, in this bed, she is the woman he fell in love with a lifetime ago. He knows when she is going to touch him, and where. He can predict each of her moves.


  Her legs fall open to either side of him, and Caleb presses himself against her. He arches his back. He imagines the moment he will be inside her, how the pressure will build and build and explode like a bullet.


  At that moment Nina’s hand slips between their bodies to cup him, and just like that, Caleb goes soft. He tries grinding against her. Nina’s fingers play over him like a flutist’s, but nothing happens.


  Caleb feels her hand come up to his shoulder again, feels the cold air of its absence on his balls. “Well,” Nina says, as he rolls to his back beside her. “That’s never happened before.”


  He stares at the ceiling, at anything but this stranger beside him. It’s not the only thing, he thinks.


  •••


  On Friday afternoon, Nathaniel and I go grocery shopping. The P&C is a gastronomic fest for my son: I move from the deli counter, where Nathaniel gets a free slice of cheese; to the cookie aisle, where we pick up the box of Animal Crackers; to the breads, where Nathaniel works his way through a plain bagel. “What do you think, Nathaniel?” I ask, handing him a few grapes from the bunch I’ve just put in the cart. “Should I pay $4.99 for a honeydew?”


  I pick up the melon and sniff at the bottom. In truth, I have never been a good judge of fruit. I know it’s all about softness and scent, but in my opinion some with the sweetest insides have been hard as a rock on the surface.


  Suddenly, the bagel Nathaniel’s been eating falls into my hand. “Peter!” he yells, waving from his harness in the shopping cart. “Peter! Hey, Peter!”


  I look up to find Peter Eberhardt walking down the produce aisle, holding a bag of chips and a bottle of Chardonnay. Peter, whom I have not seen since the day I had my restraining order against Caleb vacated. There is so much I want to say to him—to ask him, now that I am not in the office to find out myself—but the judge has specifically prohibited me from speaking to my own colleagues as a condition of bail.


  Nathaniel, of course, doesn’t know that. He just understands that Peter—a man who keeps Charms lollipops on his desk, who can do the best impression of a duck sneezing, whom he hasn’t seen in weeks—is suddenly standing six feet away. “Peter,” Nathaniel calls again, and holds out his arms.


  Peter thinks twice. I can see it in his face. But then again, he adores Nathaniel. All the reason in the world cannot stand up to my son’s smile. Peter lays his bag of chips and bottle of wine on top of a display of Red Delicious apples and gives Nathaniel a bear hug. “Listen to you!” he crows. “That voice is back to a hundred percent working order, isn’t it?”


  Nathaniel giggles when Peter opens up his mouth to check inside. “Does the volume work too?” he asks, pretending to twist a knob on Nathaniel’s belly, so that he laughs louder and louder.


  Then Peter turns to me. “He sounds great, Nina.” Four words, but I know what he is really saying: You did the right thing.


  “Thanks.”


  We look at each other, measuring what can and cannot be said. And because we are so busy making a commodity of our friendship, I never notice another grocery cart approaching. It pings against the rear of mine gently, just loud enough to make me look up, so that I can see Quentin Brown smiling beside a sea of navel oranges. “Well, well,” he says. “Aren’t things ripe here?” He pulls a cell phone out of his breast pocket and dials. “Get a squad car down here now. I’m making an arrest.”


  “You don’t understand,” I insist, as he puts away his phone.


  “What’s so difficult to grasp? You’re in blatant violation of your bail agreement, Ms. Frost. Is this or is this not a colleague from the district attorney’s office?”


  “For Christ’s sake, Quentin,” Peter interjects. “I was talking to the kid. He called me over.”


  Quentin grabs my arm. “I took a chance on you, and you made me look like a fool.”


  “Mommy?” Nathaniel’s voice rises to me like steam.


  “It’s okay, sweetie.” I turn to the assistant attorney general and speak through my teeth. “I will come with you,” I say in an undertone. “But please have the decency to do this without traumatizing my child any more.”


  “I didn’t speak to her,” Peter yells. “You can’t do this.”


  When Quentin turns, his eyes go as dark as plums. “I believe, Mr. Eberhardt, that the exact words you didn’t speak were: ‘He sounds great, Nina.’ Nina. As in the name of the woman you weren’t talking to. And frankly, even if you were stupid enough to approach Ms. Frost, it was her responsibility to take her cart and walk away from you.”


  “Peter, it’s all right.” I talk fast, because I can hear the sirens outside the store already. “Get Nathaniel home to Caleb, will you?”


  Then two policemen come running into the aisle, their hands on the butts of their guns. Nathaniel’s eyes go wide at the show, until he realizes what they are doing. “Mommy!” he screams, as Quentin orders me to be handcuffed.


  I face Nathaniel, smiling so hard my face may break. “It’s fine. See? I’m fine.” My hair falls out of its clip as my hands are pulled behind me. “Peter? Take him now.”


  “Come on, bud,” Peter soothes, pulling Nathaniel out of the cart. His shoes get caught on the metal rungs, and Nathaniel starts fighting in earnest. His arms reach out to me and he starts crying so violently he begins to hiccup. “Mommeeeee!”


  I am marched past the gaping shoppers, past the slack-jawed stockboys, past the cashiers who pause in midair with their electronic scanners. The whole way, I can hear my son. His shrieks follow me through the parking lot, to the squad car. The lights are spinning on its roof. Once, long before all this, Nathaniel pointed to a cruiser in pursuit, and called it a zooming holiday.


  “I’m sorry, Nina,” one of the policemen says as he ducks me inside. Through the window I can see Quentin Brown, arms crossed. Orange juice, I think. Roast beef and sliced American cheese. Asparagus, Ritz crackers, milk. Vanilla yogurt. This is my litany the whole way back to jail: the contents of my abandoned shopping cart, slowly going bad, until some kind soul has the inclination to put them back where they belong.


  •••


  Caleb opens the door to find his son sobbing in Peter Eberhardt’s arms. “What happened to Nina?” he immediately asks, and reaches for Nathaniel.


  “The guy’s an asshole,” Peter says desperately. “He’s doing this to leave his mark on the town. He’s—”


  “Peter, where’s my wife?”


  The other man winces. “Back in jail. She violated her bail agreement, and the assistant attorney general had her arrested.”


  For a moment, Nathaniel feels like a lead weight. Caleb staggers under the responsibility of bearing him, then finds his footing. Nathaniel is still crying, more quietly now, a river that runs down the back of his shirt. Caleb makes small circles on the child’s spine. “Back up. Tell me what happened.”


  Caleb picks out select words: grocery, produce, Quentin Brown. But he can barely hear Peter over the roar in his own head, one single phrase: Nina, what have you done now? “Nathaniel called me over,” Peter explains. “I was so psyched to hear him talking again, I couldn’t just ignore him.”


  Caleb shakes his head. “You... you were the one who approached her?”


  Peter is a foot shorter than Caleb and feels every inch of it at that moment. He takes a step backward. “I never would have gotten her in trouble, Caleb, you know that.”


  Caleb pictures his son screaming, his wife being sandwiched between policemen, a barrage of fruit spilled on the floor in this fray. He knows it is not Peter’s fault, not entirely. It takes two to have a conversation; Nina should have simply walked away.


  But as Nina would tell him, she probably wasn’t thinking at the time.


  Peter places a hand on Nathaniel’s calf and rubs gently. It only sets the child off again; screams ricochet around the porch and peal off the thick bare branches of trees. “Jesus, Caleb, I’m sorry. It’s ridiculous. We didn’t do anything.”


  Caleb turns so that Peter can see Nathaniel’s back, heaving with the force of his fear. He touches the damp cap of his son’s hair. “You didn’t do anything?” Caleb challenges, and leaves Peter standing outside.


  •••


  I move stiffly as I’m led to the solitary cells again, but I cannot tell what’s made me numb—my arrest, or the simple cold. The furnace at the jail has broken, and the correctional officers are all wearing heavy coats. Inmates usually clad in shorts or underwear have put on sweaters; having none, I sit shivering in my cell after the door is locked behind me.


  “Honey.”


  I close my eyes, turn in to the wall. Tonight, I don’t feel like dealing with Adrienne. Tonight I have to find a way to understand that Quentin Brown has screwed me. Getting released on bail the first time was a miracle; good fortune rarely strikes twice in the same spot.


  I wonder if Nathaniel is all right. I wonder if Fisher has spoken to Caleb. This time, being booked, I chose my attorney as my one phone call. It was the coward’s way out.


  Caleb will say this is my fault. That is, if he’s still speaking to me.


  “Honey, your teeth are chattering so hard you’re gonna give yourself a root canal. Here.” Something swishes near the bars; I turn to see Adrienne tossing me a sweater. “It’s angora. Don’t be stretching it out.”


  With jerky movements, I tug on the sweater, which I couldn’t stretch in my wildest imaginings, Adrienne being six inches and two cup sizes larger than me. I am still shaking, but at least now I know it has nothing to do with the cold.


  As the guards call lights out, I try to think of heat. I remember how Mason, when he was a puppy, would lie on my feet with his soft belly hot against my bare toes. And the beach in St. Thomas, where Caleb buried me up to my neck in the hot sand on our honeymoon. Pajamas, pulled off Nathaniel’s body in the early morning, still warm and smelling of sleep.


  Across the corridor Adrienne chews Wintergreen Life Savers. They give off green sparks in the near dark, as if she has learned how to make her own lightning.


  Even in the muffled silence of jail, I can hear Nathaniel screaming for me as I am being handcuffed. Nathaniel, who had been doing so well—edging toward normal—what will this do to him? Will he wait for me at a window, even when I don’t come home? Will he sleep next to Caleb, to chase away nightmares?


  I rerun my actions at the grocery store like the loop of a security camera’s video—what I did, what I should have done. I might have appointed myself to be Nathaniel’s protector, but today I did not do a crackerjack job of it. I assumed that talking to Peter was harmless... and instead that one action might have set Nathaniel back by leaps and bounds.


  A few feet away, in Adrienne’s cell, sparks dance like fireflies. Things aren’t always what they seem.


  For example, I have always believed I know what is best for Nathaniel.


  But what if it turns out I’ve been wrong?


  •••


  “I put in some hot chocolate to go with your whipped cream,” Caleb says, a lame joke, as he sets the mug down on Nathaniel’s nightstand. Nathaniel doesn’t even turn to him. He faces the wall, wrapped like a cocoon, his eyes so red from crying that he does not look like himself.


  Caleb pulls off his shoes and gets right onto Nathaniel’s bed, then wraps his arms tight around the boy. “Nathaniel, it’s okay.”


  He feels that tiny head shake once. Coming up on an elbow, Caleb gently turns his son onto his back. He grins, trying so hard to pretend that this is entirely ordinary, that Nathaniel’s whole world has not become a snow globe, waved intermittently every time things begin to settle. “What do you say? You want some of this cocoa?”


  Nathaniel sits up slowly. He brings his hands out from underneath the covers and curls them into his body. Then he raises his palm, fingers outstretched, and sets his thumb on his chin. Want Mommy.


  Caleb’s whole body goes still. Nathaniel hasn’t been very forthcoming since Peter brought him home, except for the crying. He stopped sobbing sometime between when Caleb bathed him and got him into his pajamas. But surely he can talk, if he wants to. “Nathaniel, can you tell me what you want?”


  That hand sign, again. And a third time.


  “Can you say it, buddy? I know you want Mommy. Say it for me.”


  Nathaniel’s eyes shine, and the tears spill over. Caleb grabs the boy’s hand. “Say it,” he begs. “Please, Nathaniel.”


  But Nathaniel doesn’t utter a word.


  “Okay,” Caleb murmurs, releasing Nathaniel’s hand into his lap. “It’s okay.” He smiles as best he can, and gets off the bed. “I’m going to be right back. In the meantime, you can start on that hot chocolate, all right?”


  In his own bedroom, Caleb picks up the phone. Dials a number from a card in his wallet. Pages Dr. Robichaud, the child psychiatrist. Then he hangs up, balls his hand into a fist, and punches a hole in the wall.


  •••


  Nathaniel knows this is all his fault. Peter said it wasn’t, but he was lying, the way grown-ups do in the middle of the night to make you stop thinking about something awful living under the bed. They’d taken the bagel out of the store without letting the machine ring up its numbers; they’d driven to his house without his car seat; even just now, his dad had brought cocoa to the bedroom when no food was ever allowed upstairs. His mother was gone, all the rules were getting broken, and it was because of Nathaniel.


  He had seen Peter and said hi, which turned out to be a bad thing. A very, very bad thing.


  This is what Nathaniel knows: He talked, and the bad man grabbed his mother’s arm. He talked, and the police came. He talked, and his mother got taken away.


  So he will never talk again.


  •••


  By Saturday morning, they have fixed the heat. They’ve fixed it so well that it is nearly eighty degrees inside the jail. When I am brought to the conference room to meet Fisher, I’m wearing a camisole and scrub pants, and sweating. Fisher, of course, looks perfectly cool, even in his suit and tie. “The earliest I can even get to a judge for a revocation hearing is Monday,” he says.


  “I need to see my son.”


  Fisher’s face remains impassive. He is just as angry as I would be, in his shoes—I have just complicated my case irreparably. “Visiting hours are from ten to twelve today.”


  “Call Caleb. Please, Fisher. Please, do whatever you have to do to make him bring Nathaniel down here.” I sink into the chair across from him. “He is five years old, and he saw me being taken away by the police. Now he has to see that I’m all right, even in here.”


  Fisher promises nothing. “I don’t have to tell you that your bail is going to be revoked. Think about what you want me to say to the judge, Nina, because you don’t have any chances left.”


  I wait until he meets my eye. “Will you call home for me?”


  “Will you admit that I’m in charge?”


  For a long moment, neither of us blinks, but I break first. I stare at my lap until I hear Fisher close the door behind him.


  •••


  Adrienne knows I’m anxious as visiting hours come to an end—nearly noon, and still I have not been called to see anyone. She lies on her stomach, painting her nails fluorescent orange. In honor of hunting season, she said. As the correctional officer walks past for his quarter-hour check, I stand up. “Are you sure no one’s come yet?”


  He shakes his head, moves on. Adrienne blows on her fingers to dry the polish. “I got extra,” she says, holding up the bottle. “You want me to roll it across?”


  “I don’t have any nails. I bite mine.”


  “Now, that is a travesty. Some of us just don’t have the sense to make the most of what God gives us.”


  I laugh. “You’re one to talk.”


  “In my case, honey, when it came to passing out the right stuff, God was having a senior moment.” She sits down on her lower bunk and takes off her tennis shoes. Last night, she did her toenails, tiny American flags. “Well, fuck me,” Adrienne says. “I smudged.”


  The clock has not moved. Not even a second, I’d swear it.


  “Tell me about your son,” Adrienne says when she sees me looking down the hallway again. “I always wanted to have me one of them.”


  “I would have figured you’d want a girl.”


  “Honey, us ladies, we’re high maintenance. A boy, you know exactly what you’re getting.”


  I try to think of the best way to describe Nathaniel. It is like trying to hold the ocean in a paper cup. How do I explain a boy who eats his food color by color; who wakes me in the middle of the night with a burning need to know why we breathe oxygen instead of water; who took apart a microcassette recorder to find his voice, trapped inside? I know my son so well, I surprise myself—there are too many words to choose from.


  “Sometimes when I hold his hand,” I answer slowly, finally, “it’s like it doesn’t fit anymore. I mean, he’s only five, you know? But I can feel what’s coming. Sometimes his palm’s just a little too wide, or his fingers are too strong.” Glancing at Adrienne, I shrug. “Each time I do it, I think this may be the last time I hold his hand. That next time, he may be holding mine.”


  She smiles softly at me. “Honey, he ain’t coming today.”


  It is 12:46 P.M., and I have to turn away, because Adrienne is right.


  •••


  The CO wakes me up in the late afternoon. “Come on,” he mutters, and slides open the door of my cell. I scramble upright, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. He leads me down a hallway to a part of the jail I have not yet visited. A row of small rooms, mini-prisons, are on my left. The guard opens one and guides me inside.


  It is no bigger than a broom closet. Inside, a stool faces a Plexiglas window. A telephone receiver is mounted to the wall at its side. And on the other side of the glass, in a twin of a room, sits Caleb.


  “Oh!” The word comes on a cry, and I lurch for the telephone, picking it up and holding it to my ear. “Caleb,” I say, knowing he can see my face, read my words. “Please, please, pick up the phone.” I pantomime over and over. But his face is chiseled and hard; his arms crossed tight on his chest. He will not give me this one thing.


  Defeated, I sink onto the stool and rest my forehead against the Plexiglas. Caleb bends down to pick something up, and I realize that Nathaniel has been there all along, beneath the counter where I could not see him. He kneels on the stool, eyes wide and wary. He hesitantly touches the glass, as if he needs to know that I am not a trick of the light.


  At the beach once, we found a hermit crab. I turned it over so that Nathaniel could see its jointed legs scrambling. Put him on your palm, I said, and he’ll crawl. Nathaniel had held out his hand, but every time I went to set the crab on it, he jerked away. He wanted to touch it, and he was terrified to touch it, in equal proportions.


  So I wave. I smile. I fill my little cubicle with the sound of his name.


  As I did with Caleb, I pick up the telephone receiver. “You too,” I mouth, and I do it again, so Nathaniel can see how. But he shakes his head, and instead raises his hand to his chin. Mommy, he signs.


  The receiver falls out of my hand, a snake that strikes the wall beside it. I do not even need to look at Caleb for verification; just like that, I know.


  So with tears running down my face, I hold up my right hand, the I-L-Y combination that means I love you. I catch my breath as Nathaniel raises one small fist, unfurls the fingers like signal flags to match mine. Then, a peace sign, the number two handshape. I love you, too.


  By now, Nathaniel is crying. Caleb says something to him that I cannot hear, and he shakes his head. Behind them, the guard opens the door.


  Oh, God, I am losing him.


  I rap on the glass to get his attention. Push my face up against it, then point to Nathaniel and nod. He does what I’ve asked, turning his cheek so that it touches the transparent wall.


  I lean close, kiss the barrier between us, and pretend it isn’t there. Even after Caleb’s carried him from the visiting room, I sit with my temple pressed to the glass, convincing myself I can still feel Nathaniel on the other side.


  •••


  It didn’t happen just that once. Two Sundays afterward, when Nathaniel’s family went to Mass, the priest came into the little room where Miss Fiore was reading everyone a story about a guy with a slingshot who took down a giant. “I need a volunteer,” he said, and even though all the hands went up, he looked right at Nathaniel.


  “You know,” he said in the office, “Esme missed you.”


  “She did?”


  “Oh, absolutely. She’s been saying your name for days now.”


  Nathaniel laughed. “She has not.”


  “Listen.” He cupped his ear, leaned in to the cat on the couch. “There you go.”


  Nathaniel listened, but only heard a faint mew.


  “Maybe you have to get closer,” the priest said. “Climb up here.”


  For just a moment, Nathaniel hesitated, remembered. His mother had told him about going off alone with strangers. But this wasn’t really a stranger, was it? He sat down in the priest’s lap, and pressed his ear right against the belly of the cat. “That’s a good boy.”


  The man shifted his legs, the way Nathaniel’s father sometimes did when he was sitting on his knee and his foot fell asleep. “I could move,” Nathaniel suggested.


  “No, no.” The priest’s hand slipped down Nathaniel’s back, over his bottom, to rest in his own lap. “This is fine.”


  But then Nathaniel felt his shirt being untucked. Felt the long fingers of the priest, hot and damp, against his spine. Nathaniel did not know how to tell him no. His head was filled with a memory: a fly caught in the car one day when they were driving, which kept slamming itself into the windows in a desperate effort to get out. “Father?” Nathaniel whispered.


  “I’m just blessing you,” he replied. “A special helper deserves that. I want God to know that every time He sees you.” His fingers stilled. “You do want that, don’t you?”


  A blessing was a good thing, and for God to keep an extra eye on him—well, it was what his mother and father would want, Nathaniel was sure of it. He turned his attention back to the lazy cat, and that was when he heard it—just a puff of breath—Esme, or maybe not Esme, sighing his name.


  •••


  The second time I am called out by a correctional officer is Sunday afternoon. He takes me upstairs to the conference rooms, where inmates meet privately with their attorneys. Maybe Fisher has come to see how I am holding up. Maybe he wants to discuss tomorrow’s hearing.


  But to my surprise, when the door is unlocked, Patrick is waiting inside. Spread out on the conference table are six containers of take-out Chinese food. “I got everything you like,” he says. “General Tso’s chicken, vegetable lo mein, beef with broccoli, Lake Tung Ting shrimp, and steamed dumplings. Oh, and that crap that tastes like rubber.”


  “Bean curd.” I lift my chin a notch, challenging him. “I thought you didn’t want to talk to me.”


  “I don’t. I want to eat with you.”


  “Are you sure? Think of all the things I could say while your mouth is full, before you have a chance to—”


  “Nina.” Patrick’s blue eyes seem faded, weary. “Shut up.”


  But even as he scolds me, he holds out his hand. It rests on the table, extended, an offering more tantalizing than anything else before me.


  I sit across from him and grab on. Immediately, Patrick squeezes, and that’s my undoing. I lay my cheek on the cold, scarred table, and Patrick strokes my hair. “I rigged your fortune cookie,” he confesses. “It says you’ll be acquitted.”


  “What does yours say?”


  “That you’ll be acquitted.” Patrick smiles. “I didn’t know which one you’d pick.”


  My eyes drift shut as I let down my guard. “It’s okay,” Patrick tells me, and I believe him. I place his palm against my burning face, as if shame is something he might carry in the cup of his hand, fling someplace far away.


  •••


  When you call someone on the prison pay phone, they know it. Every thirty seconds a voice gets on the line, informing the person on the other end that this transmission is taking place from the Alfred County Jail. I use the fifty cents Patrick gave me that afternoon, and make the call on my way to the shower. “Listen,” I say, the minute I reach Fisher at his home number. “You wanted me to tell you what to say on Monday morning.”


  “Nina?” In the background I hear the laughter of a woman. The sound of glasses, or china, in a sink.


  “I need to talk to you.”


  “You’ve caught us in the middle of dinner.”


  “Well, for God’s sake, Fisher.” I turn my back as a line of men straggles in from the outside courtyard. “Why don’t I just call back then when it’s more convenient for you, because I’m sure I’ll have another opportunity, in, oh, three or four days.”


  I hear the distant noise growing more faint; the click of a door. “All right. What is it?”


  “Nathaniel isn’t speaking. You need to get me out of here, because he’s falling apart.”


  “He isn’t speaking? Again?”


  “Caleb brought him yesterday. And... he’s signing.”


  Fisher considers this. “If we get Caleb down here to testify, and Nathaniel’s psychiatrist—”


  “You’ll have to subpoena him.”


  “The psychiatrist?”


  “Caleb.”


  If this surprises him, he doesn’t admit it. “Nina, the fact is, you messed up. I’m going to try to get you out. I still think it’s unlikely. But if you want me to give it a shot, you’re going to have to sit tight for a week.”


  “A week?” My voice rises. “Fisher, this is my son we’re talking about. Do you know how much worse Nathaniel might get in a week?”


  “I’m counting on it.”


  A voice cuts in. This call is being made from the Alfred County Jail. If you wish to continue, please deposit another twenty-five cents.


  By the time I tell Fisher to go screw himself, the line has already been disconnected.


  •••


  Adrienne and I are given a half hour together outside in the exercise courtyard. We walk the perimeter, and then when we get cold, we stand with our backs to the wind beneath the high brick wall. When the CO goes inside, Adrienne smokes cigarettes that she makes by burning down orange peels she collects from the cafeteria trash, and rolling the ash in onion-skin pages torn from Jane Eyre, a book her Aunt Lu sent for her birthday. She has already ripped through page 298. I told her to ask for Vanity Fair next year.


  I sit cross-legged on the dead grass. Adrienne kneels behind me, smoking, her hands in my hair. When she gets out, she wants to be a cosmetologist. Her nail makes a part from my temple to the nape of my neck. “No pigtails,” I instruct.


  “Don’t insult me.” She makes another part, parallel to the first, and begins to braid in tight rows. “You’ve got fine hair.”


  “Thank you.”


  “It wasn’t a compliment, honey. Look at this... slips right out of my fingers.”


  She pulls and tugs, and several times I have to wince. If only it were that easy to tighten up the tangles inside my head, too. Her glowing cigarette, smoked down to within an inch, sails over my shoulder and lands on the basketball court. “There,” Adrienne says. “Ain’t you the bomb.”


  Of course, I can’t see. I touch my hands to the knobs and ridges the braids have made on my scalp, and then, just because I am feeling mean-spirited, begin to unravel all Adrienne’s hard work. She shrugs, then sits down next to me. “Did you always want to be a lawyer?”


  “No.” Who does, after all? What kid considers being an attorney a glamorous vocation? “I wanted to be the man at the circus who tames the lions.”


  “Oh, don’t I know it. Those sequined costumes were something.”


  For me, it hadn’t been about the outfits. I’d loved the way Gunther Gebel-Williams could walk into a cage full of beasts and make them think they were house cats. In this, I realize, my actual profession has not fallen that far off the mark. “How about you?”


  “My daddy wanted me to be the center for the Chicago Bulls. Me, I was angling for Vegas showgirl.”


  “Ah.” I draw up my knees, wrap my arms around them. “What does your daddy think now?”


  “He ain’t doing much thinking, I imagine, six feet under.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  Adrienne glances up. “Don’t be.”


  But she has retreated somewhere else, and to my surprise, I find I want her back. The game that Peter Eberhardt and I used to play swims into my mind, and I turn to Adrienne. “Best soap opera,” I challenge.


  “What?”


  “Just play along with me. Give your opinion.”


  “The Young and the Restless,” Adrienne replies. “Which, by the way, those fool boys in Minimum don’t even have the good sense to listen to on their TV at one P.M.”


  “Worst crayon color?”


  “Burnt sienna. What is up with that, anyway? They might as well call it Vomit.” Adrienne grins, a flash of white in her face. “Best jeans?”


  “Levi’s 501s. Ugliest CO?”


  “Oh, the one who comes on after midnight that needs to bleach her moustache. You ever see the size of her ass? Hello, honey, let me introduce you to Miss Jenny Craig.”


  Then we are both laughing, lying back on the cold ground and feeling winter seep into us by osmosis. When we finally catch our breath, there is a hollow in my chest, a sinking feeling that here, of all places, I should not be capable of joy. “Best place to be?” Adrienne asks after a moment.


  On the other side of this wall. In my bed, at home. Anywhere with Nathaniel.


  “Before,” I answer, because I know she’ll understand.


  •••


  In one of Biddeford’s coffee shops, Quentin sits on a stool too small for a gnome. One sip from his mug, and hot chocolate burns the roof of his mouth. “Holy shit,” he mutters, holding a napkin to his mouth, just as Tanya walks in the door in her nurse’s outfit—scrubs, printed with tiny teddy bears.


  “Just shut up, Quentin,” she says, sliding onto the stool beside him. “I’m not in the mood to hear you make fun of my uniform.”


  “I wasn’t.” He gestures to the mug, then just gives up the battle. “What can I get you?”


  He orders Tanya a decaf mochaccino. “You like it, then?” he asks.


  “Coffee?”


  “Nursing.”


  He had met Tanya at the University of Maine when she was a student, too. What’s this, he’d asked at the end of their first date, trailing his fingers over her collarbone. A clavicle, she said. And this? His hand had run down the xylophone of her spine. The coccyx. He’d spread his fingers over the curve of her hip. This is the part of you I like best, he said. Her head had fallen back, her eyes drifting shut as he bared the skin and kissed her there. Ilium, she’d whispered.


  Nine months later, there had been Gideon. They were married, a mistake, six days before he was born. They stayed married for less than a year. Since then Quentin had supported his son financially, if not emotionally.


  “I must hate it, if I’ve stuck with it that long,” Tanya says, and it takes Quentin a moment to realize that she is only answering his question. Something must have crossed his face, because she touches her hand to his. “I’m sorry, that was rude. And here you were just being polite.”


  Her coffee arrives. She blows on it before taking a sip. “Saw your name in the paper,” Tanya says. “They got you down here for that priest’s murder.”


  Quentin shrugs. “Pretty simple case, actually.”


  “Well, sure, if you look at the news.” But Tanya shakes her head, all the same.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “That the world isn’t black and white, but you never did learn that.”


  He raises his brows. “I didn’t learn it? Who threw whom out?”


  “Who found whom screwing that girl who looked like a mouse?”


  “There were mitigating circumstances,” Quentin says. “I was drunk.” He hesitates, then adds, “And she looked more like a rabbit, really.”


  Tanya rolls her eyes. “Quentin, it’s been sixteen and a half years and you’re still being a lawyer about it.”


  “Well, what do you expect?”


  “For you to be a man,” Tanya replies simply. “For you to admit that even the Great and Powerful Brown is capable of making a mistake once or twice a century.” She pushes away her mug, although she isn’t even half-finished. “I’ve always wondered if you’re so good at what you do because it takes the heat off you. You know, if making everyone else walk the straight and narrow makes you righteous by association.” She fishes in her purse and slaps five dollars on the counter. “Think about that when you’re prosecuting that poor woman.”


  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”


  “Can you even imagine what she was feeling, Quentin?” Tanya asks, her head tipped to the side. “Or is that kind of connection to a child beyond you?”


  He stands when she does. “Gideon wants nothing to do with me.”


  Tanya buttons her coat, already halfway to the door. “I always said he got your intelligence,” she says, and then, once again, she slips right through his grasp.


  •••


  By Thursday, Caleb has established a routine. He gets Nathaniel up, feeds him breakfast, and takes him for a walk with the dog. They drive to whatever site Caleb might be working at that morning, and while he builds walls Nathaniel sits in the bed of the truck and plays with a shoebox full of Legos. They eat lunch together, peanut butter and banana sandwiches or Thermoses of chicken soup, and soda that he’s packed in the cooler. And then they go to Dr. Robichaud’s office, where the psychiatrist tries, unsuccessfully, to get Nathaniel to speak again.


  It is a ballet, really—a story they are crafting without words, but comprehensible to anyone who sees Caleb and his silent son moving slowly through their days. To his surprise, this is even beginning to feel like normal. He likes the quiet, because when there are no words to be had, you can’t tangle yourself up in the wrong ones. And if Nathaniel isn’t talking, at least he isn’t crying anymore.


  Caleb keeps blinders on, moving from one task to the next, getting Nathaniel fed and clothed and tucked in, and therefore only has a few moments each day to let his mind wander. Usually, this is when he is lying in bed, with the space beside him where Nina used to be. And even when he tries to keep himself from thinking it, the truth fills his mouth, bitter as a lemon: Life is easier, without her here.


  •••


  On Thursday, Fisher brings me the discovery to read. This consists of 124 eyewitness accounts that describe my murder of Father Szyszynski, Patrick’s report on the molestation, my own incoherent statement to Evan Chao, and the autopsy report.


  I read Patrick’s file first, feeling like a beauty queen poring over her scrapbook. Here is the explanation for everything else that sits in a stack at my side. Next, I read the statements of all the people who were in the courtroom the day of the murder. Of course, I save the best for last—the autopsy report, which I hold as reverently as if it were the Dead Sea Scrolls.


  First I look at the pictures. I stare at them so hard that when I close my eyes I can still see the ragged edge where the priest’s face was simply gone now. I can envision the creamy color of his brain. His heart weighed 350 grams, or so says Dr. Vern Potter, coroner.


  “Dissection of the coronary arteries,” I read aloud, “reveals narrowing of the lumen by atherosclerotic plaque. The most significant narrowing is in the left anterior descending coronary, where the lumen is narrowed by about 80 percent of the cross-sectional area.”


  Lumen. I repeat this word, and the others that are all that are left of this monster: no evidence of thrombus; the gallbladder serosa is smooth and glistening; the bladder is slightly trabeculated.


  The stomach contains partly digested bacon and a cinnamon roll.


  Powder burns from the gun form a corona around the small hole in the rear of his head, where the bullet entered. There is a zone of necrosis around the bullet tract. Only 816 grams of his brain were left intact. There were contusions of the cerebellar tonsils bilaterally. Cause of death: Gunshot wound to head. Manner of death: Homicide.


  This language is foreign, and I am suddenly, miraculously fluent. I touch my fingers to the autopsy report. Then I remember the twisted face of his mother, at the funeral.


  Attached to this file is another one, with the name of a local physician’s office stamped on its side. This must be Father Szyszynski’s medical history. It is a thick file, far more than fifty years of routine checkups, but I don’t bother to crack it open. Why should I? I have done what all those ordinary flus and hacking coughs and aches and cramps could not.


  I killed him.


  •••


  “This is for you,” the paralegal says, handing Quentin a fax. He looks up, takes the pages, and then stares down at them, confused. The lab report has Szyszynski’s name on it; but has nothing to do with his case. Then he realizes: It is from the previous case, the closed case—the one involving the defendant’s son. He glances at it, shrugging at the results, which are no great surprise. “It’s not mine,” Quentin says.


  The paralegal blinks at him. “So what am I supposed to do with it?”


  He starts to hand it back to the woman, then puts it on the edge of his desk instead. “I’ll take care of it,” he answers, and buries himself in his work again until she leaves his office.


  •••


  There are a thousand places Caleb would rather be—in a prisoner-of-war’s hovel, for example; or standing in an open field during a tornado. But he had to be present today, the subpoena said so. He stands in the courtroom cafeteria in his one jacket and threadbare tie, holding a cup of coffee so hot it is burning his palm, and tries to pretend that his hands aren’t shaking with nerves.


  Fisher Carrington is not such a bad guy, he thinks. At least, he’s not nearly the demon that Nina has made him out to be. “Relax, Caleb,” the attorney says. “This will be over before you know it.” They make their way to the exit. Court will convene in five minutes; even now, they might be bringing Nina in.


  “All you have to do is answer the questions we’ve already gone over, and then Mr. Brown will ask a few of his own. No one’s expecting you to do anything but tell the truth. Okay?”


  Caleb nods, tries to take a sip of the fire that is his coffee. He doesn’t even like coffee. He wonders what Nathaniel is doing with Monica, downstairs in the playroom. He tries to distract himself by picturing an intricate brick pattern he created for a former insurance CEO’s patio. But reality crouches like a tiger in the corner of his mind: In minutes, he is going to be a witness. In minutes, dozens of reporters and curious citizens and a judge will be hanging on the words of a man who much prefers silence. “Fisher,” he begins, then takes a deep breath. “They can’t ask me anything, you know, that she told me... can they?”


  “Anything Nina told you?”


  “About... about what she did.”


  Fisher stares at Caleb. “She talked to you about it?”


  “Yeah. Before she—”


  “Caleb,” the lawyer interrupts smoothly, “don’t tell me, and I’ll make sure you don’t have to tell anyone else.”


  He disappears through a doorway before Caleb can even measure the strength of his relief.


  •••


  As Peter takes the stand for Quentin Brown at my bail revocation hearing, he shoots me a look of apology. He can’t lie, but he doesn’t want to be the one responsible for landing me in jail. To make this easier on him, I try not to catch his eye. I concentrate instead on Patrick, sitting somewhere behind me, so close I can smell the soap he uses. And on Brown, who seems too big to be pacing this tiny courtroom.


  Fisher puts his hand on my leg, which has been jiggling nervously without my even noticing. “Stop,” he mouths.


  “Did you see Nina Frost that afternoon?” Quentin asks.


  “No,” Peter says. “I didn’t see her.”


  Quentin raises his brows in absolute disbelief. “Did you walk up to her?”


  “Well, I was coming down the produce aisle, and her cart happened to be placed along the path I was taking. Her son was sitting in it. He’s the one I approached.”


  “Did Ms. Frost walk up to the cart as well?”


  “Yes, but she was moving closer to her son. Not to me.”


  “Just answer the questions as I ask them.”


  “Look, she was standing next to me, but she didn’t speak to me,” Peter says.


  “Did you speak to her, Mr. Eberhardt?”


  “No.” Peter turns to the judge. “I was talking to Nathaniel.”


  Quentin touches a stack of papers on the prosecutor’s table. “You have access to the information in these files?”


  “As you know, Mr. Brown, I’m not working on her case. You are.”


  “But I’m working in her former office, the one right next to yours, aren’t I?”


  “Yes.”


  “And,” Quentin says, “there aren’t any locks on those doors, are there?”


  “No.”


  “So I guess you think she approached you so that she could squeeze the Charmin?”


  Peter narrows his eyes. “She wasn’t trying to get into trouble, and neither was I.”


  “And now you’re trying to help her out of all that trouble, aren’t you?”


  Before he can answer, Quentin turns over the witness to the defense. Fisher gets up, buttoning his jacket. I feel a line of sweat break out on my spine. “Who spoke first, Mr. Eberhardt?” he asks.


  “Nathaniel.”


  “What did he say?”


  Peter looks at the railing. He knows by now, too, that Nathaniel has gone mute again. “My name.”


  “If you didn’t want Nina to get into trouble, why didn’t you just turn around and walk away?”


  “Because Nathaniel wanted me. And after... after the abuse, he stopped talking for a while. This was the first time I’d heard him speak since all that happened. I couldn’t just do an about-face and walk away.”


  “Was it at that exact moment that Mr. Brown rounded the corner and saw you?”


  “Yes.”


  Fisher clasps his hands behind his back. “Did you ever speak to Nina about her case?”


  “No.”


  “Did you give her any inside information about her case?”


  “No.”


  “Did she ask you for any?”


  “No.”


  “Are you working on Nina’s case at all?”


  Peter shakes his head. “I will always be her friend. But I understand my job, and my duties as an officer of this court. And the last thing I’d want to do is involve myself in this case.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Eberhardt.”


  Fisher settles into place beside me at the defense table, as Quentin Brown glances up at the judge. “Your Honor, the state rests.”


  That makes one of us, I think.


  •••


  Caleb’s gaze is drawn to her, and he is shocked. His wife, the one who always looks crisp and fresh and coordinated, sits in bright orange scrubs. Her hair is a cloud about her head; her eyes are shadowed with circles. There is a cut on the back of her hand and one of her shoelaces has come untied. Caleb has the unlikely urge to kneel before her, to double-knot it, to bury his head in her lap.


  You can hate someone, he realizes, and be crazy about her at the same time.


  Fisher catches his eye, pulling Caleb back to this responsibility. If he screws up, Nina may not be allowed to come home. Then again, Fisher has told him that even if he is flawless on the stand, she may still be locked up in jail pending trial. He clears his throat and imagines himself in an ocean of language, trying to keep his head above water.


  “When did Nathaniel start speaking again, after you found out about the abuse?”


  “About three weeks ago. The night Detective Ducharme came to talk to him.”


  “Had his verbal ability increased since that night?”


  “Yes,” Caleb answers. “He was pretty much back to normal.”


  “How much time was his mother spending with him?”


  “More than usual.”


  “How did Nathaniel seem to you?”


  Caleb thinks for a moment. “Happier,” he says.


  Fisher moves, so that he is standing behind Nina. “What changed after the incident at the grocery store?”


  “He was hysterical. He was crying so hard he couldn’t breathe, and he wouldn’t talk at all.” Caleb looks into Nina’s eyes, hands her this phrase like a gift. “He kept making the sign for Mommy.”


  She makes a small sound, like a kitten. It renders him speechless; he has to ask Fisher to repeat his next question. “Has he spoken at all in the past week?”


  “No,” Caleb replies.


  “Have you taken Nathaniel to see his mother?”


  “Once. It was very... hard on him.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “He didn’t want to leave her,” Caleb admits. “I had to physically drag him away when the time was up.”


  “How is your son sleeping at night?”


  “He won’t, unless I take him into bed with me.”


  Fisher nods gravely. “Do you think, Mr. Frost, that he needs his mother back?”


  Quentin Brown stands immediately. “Objection!”


  “This is a bail hearing, I’ll allow it,” the judge replies. “Mr. Frost?”


  Caleb sees answers swimming in front of him. There are so many, which is the one he should choose? He opens his mouth, then closes it to start over.


  At that moment he notices Nina. Her eyes are bright on his, feverish, and he tries to remember why this seems so familiar. Then it comes to him: this is the way she looked weeks ago when she was trying to convince a mute Nathaniel that all he had to do was speak from the heart; that any word was better than none. “We both need her back,” Caleb says, the right thing after all.


  •••


  Halfway through Dr. Robichaud’s testimony, I realize that this is the trial we would have had to convict the priest, had I not killed him. The information being presented focuses on the molestation of Nathaniel, and the consequences. The psychiatrist walks the court through her introduction to Nathaniel, his sexual abuse evaluation, his therapy sessions, his use of sign language. “Did Nathaniel ever reach a point where he could talk again?” Fisher asks.


  “Yes, after he verbally disclosed the name of his abuser to Detective Ducharme.”


  “Since then, as far as you know, has he been talking normally?”


  The psychiatrist nods. “More and more so.”


  “Did you see him this past week, Doctor?”


  “Yes. His father called me, very upset, on Friday night. Nathaniel had stopped speaking again. When I saw him on Monday morning, he’d regressed considerably. He’s withdrawn and uncommunicative. I couldn’t even get him to sign.”


  “In your expert opinion, is the separation from his mother causing Nathaniel psychological damage?”


  “No question,” Dr. Robichaud says. “In fact, the longer it goes on, the more permanent the damage might be.”


  As she gets down from the stand, Brown gets up to do his closing. He starts by pointing at me. “This woman has a blatant disregard for rules, and clearly, this isn’t the first time. What she should have done the moment she saw Peter Eberhardt was turn around and walk the other way. But the fact is, she didn’t.” He turns to the judge. “Your Honor, you were the one who imposed the condition that Nina Frost not have contact with members of the district attorney’s office, because you were concerned about treating her differently than other defendants. But if you let her go without sanction, you’ll be doing just that.”


  Even on edge, as I am, I realize that Quentin’s made a tactical mistake. You can make suggestions to a jury... but you never, ever tell the judge what to do.


  Fisher rises. “Your Honor, what Mr. Brown saw in the produce department was nothing more than sour grapes. The reality of the matter is that no information was exchanged. In fact, there’s no evidence that information was even sought.”


  He puts his hands on my shoulders. I have seen him do this with other clients; in my office, we used to call it his Grandfather Stance. “This was an unfortunate misunderstanding,” Fisher continues, “but that’s all it is. Nothing more, nothing less. And if, as a result, you keep Nina Frost from her child, you may wind up sacrificing that child. Certainly after what everyone’s been through, that’s the last thing this court would like to see happen.”


  The judge lifts his head and looks at me. “I’m not going to keep her away from her son,” he rules. “However, I’m also not going to give her the opportunity to violate the rules of this court again. I release Ms. Frost on the condition that she be on home confinement. She’ll wear an electronic bracelet, and will be subject to all the rules of probation and parole with regards to electronic monitoring. Ms. Frost.” He waits for me to nod. “You are not to leave the house, except to meet with your attorney or to come to court. For those times, and only those times, the bracelet will be reprogrammed accordingly. And God help me, if I have to patrol your street myself to make sure you’re adhering to these provisions, I will.”


  •••


  My new wrist cuff works through telephone lines. If I move 150 feet away from my house, the bracelet makes an alarm go off. A probation officer may visit me at any time, demand a sample of my blood or urine to make sure I have not had any drugs or alcohol. I opt to wear my scrubs home, and ask the deputy sheriff to instruct that my old clothes be given, a gift, to Adrienne. They’ll be short and tight—in other words, a perfect fit for her.


  “You have nine lives,” Fisher murmurs as we walk out of the parole office, where my cuff has been computer-programmed.


  “Seven left,” I sigh.


  “Let’s hope we don’t have to use them all.”


  “Fisher.” I stop walking as we reach the staircase. “I just wanted to tell you... I couldn’t have done that any better.”


  He laughs. “Nina, I think you’d actually choke if you had to say the word thanks.”


  We walk side by side upstairs, toward the lobby. Fisher, a gentleman to the last, pushes open the heavy fire door of the stairwell and holds it while I step through.


  The immediate burst of light as the cameras explode renders me blind, and it takes a moment for the world to come back to me. When it does, I realize that in addition to the reporters, Patrick and Caleb and Monica are waiting. And then, emerging from a spot behind his father’s big body, I see my son.


  •••


  She is wearing funny orange pajamas and her hair looks like a swallow’s nest Nathaniel once found behind the soda bottles in the garage, but her face is his mother’s and her voice, when it says his name, is his mother’s too. Her smile is a hook in him; he can feel the catch in his throat as he swallows it and lets himself be reeled across the space between them. Mommy. Nathaniel’s arms rise up from his sides. He stumbles over a wire, and someone’s foot, and then he is running.


  She falls to her knees and that only makes the tug stronger. Nathaniel’s so close that he can see she is crying, and this isn’t even very clear because he is crying too. He feels the hook coming free, drawing out the silence that has swelled in his belly for a week now, and the moment before he reaches her embrace it bursts from his lips in a rusty, trebled joy. “Mommy, Mommy, Mommy!” Nathaniel shouts, so loud that it drowns out everything but the drum of his mother’s heart beneath his ear.


  •••


  He’s gotten bigger in a week. I heft Nathaniel into my arms, smiling like a fool, as the cameras capture every move. Fisher has corralled the reporters, is even now preaching to them. I bury my face in Nathaniel’s sweet neck, matching my memory with what is real.


  Suddenly Caleb stands beside us. His face is as inscrutable as it was the last time we were alone, on opposite sides of a glass visitation booth at jail. Although his testimony helped free me, I know my husband. He did what was expected, but it was not necessarily something he wanted to do. “Caleb,” I begin, flustered. “I... I don’t know what to say.”


  To my surprise, he offers an olive branch: a crooked smile. “Well, that’s a first. No wonder so many reporters are around.” Caleb’s grin slides more firmly into place; and at the same time, he anchors his arm around my shoulders, guides me one step closer to home.


  


  These are the jokes I know.


  What’s in the middle of a jellyfish?


  A jellybutton.


  Why didn’t the skeleton cross the road?


  It didn’t have the guts.


  Why did the cookie go to the hospital?


  It felt crumby.


  What do lizards put on their kitchen floors?


  Reptiles.


  What do you call a blind dinosaur?


  An I-don’t-think-he-saurus.


  There is one more:


  Knock knock.


  Who’s there?


  Sadie.


  Sadie who?


  Sadie magic word, Nathaniel, and then you’ll be allowed to go.


  When he told it to me, I didn’t laugh.


  SIX


  And just like that, I have fallen back into my former life. The three of us sit around the breakfast table, like any other family. With his finger, Nathaniel traces the letters in the headline of the morning paper. “M,” he says quietly. “O, M...” Over my coffee cup, I look at the photograph. There I am, holding Nathaniel, Caleb at my side. Fisher, somehow, has managed to get his face in the picture too. In the distance, a few steps behind, is Patrick; I recognize him only by his shoes. Across the top, in screaming black letters: MOMMY.


  Caleb takes Nathaniel’s empty cereal bowl away as he runs off into the playroom, where he has set up two armies of plastic dinosaurs for a Jurassic war. I glance at the paper. “I’m the poster child for bad parenting,” I say.


  “Beats being the local Maine murderess.” He nods to the table. “What’s in the envelope?”


  The manila mailer is the interoffice kind, tied shut with red floss. I found it stuffed between the Local and Sports sections of the paper. I flip it over, but there is no return address, no marking of any kind.


  Inside is a report from the state lab, the kind of chart I have seen before. A table with results in eight columns, each a different location on human DNA. And two rows of numbers that are identical at every single spot.


  Conclusions: The DNA profile detected on the underpants is consistent with the DNA profile of Szyszynski. As a result, he cannot be eliminated as a possible contributor of the genetic material detected in this stain. The chances of randomly selecting an unrelated individual who matches the genetic material found in the underwear are greater than one in six billion, which is approximately the world population.


  Or in English: Father Szyszynski’s semen was found on my son’s underwear.


  Caleb peers over my shoulder. “What’s that?”


  “Absolution,” I sigh.


  Caleb takes the paper from my hands, and I point to the first row of numbers. “This shows the DNA from Szyszynski’s blood sample. And the line below it shows the DNA from the stain on the underpants.”


  “The numbers are the same.”


  “Right. DNA is the same all over your body. That’s why, if the cops arrest a rapist, they draw blood—can you imagine how ridiculous it would be to ask the guy to give a semen sample? The idea is, if you can match the suspect’s blood DNA to evidence, you’re almost guaranteed a conviction.” I look up at him. “It means that he did it, Caleb. He was the one. And...” My voice trails off.


  “And what?”


  “And I did the right thing,” I finish.


  Caleb puts the paper facedown on the table and gets up.


  “What?” I challenge.


  He shakes his head slowly. “Nina, you didn’t do the right thing. You said it yourself. If you match the DNA in the suspect’s blood to the evidence, you’re guaranteed a conviction. So if you’d waited, he would have gotten his punishment.”


  “And Nathaniel would still have had to sit in that courtroom, reliving every minute of what happened to him, because that lab report would mean nothing without his testimony.” To my embarrassment, tears rise in my eyes. “I thought Nathaniel had been through enough without that.”


  “I know what you thought,” Caleb says softly. “That’s the problem. What about the things Nathaniel’s had to deal with because of what you did? I’m not saying you did the wrong thing. I’m not even saying it wasn’t something I’d thought of doing, myself. But even if it was the just thing to do... or the fitting thing... Nina, it still wasn’t the right thing.”


  He puts on his boots and opens the kitchen door, leaving me alone with the lab results. I rest my head on my hand and take a deep breath. Caleb’s wrong, he has to be wrong, because if he isn’t, then—


  My thoughts veer away from this as the manila envelope draws my eye. Who left this for me, cloak-and-dagger? Someone on the prosecution’s side would have fielded it from the lab. Maybe Peter dropped it off, or a sympathetic paralegal who thought it might go to motive for an insanity defense. At any rate, it is a document I’m not supposed to have.


  Something, therefore, I can’t share with Fisher.


  I pick up the phone and call him. “Nina,” he says. “Did you see the morning paper?”


  “Hard to miss. Hey, Fisher, did you ever see the DNA results on the priest?”


  “You mean the underwear sample? No.” He pauses. “It’s a closed case, now, of course. It’s possible somebody told the lab not to bother.”


  Not likely. The staff in the DA’s office would have been far too busy to see to a detail like that. “You know, I’d really like to see the report. If it did come back.”


  “It doesn’t really have any bearing on your case—”


  “Fisher,” I say firmly, “I’m asking you politely. Have your paralegal call Quentin Brown to fax the report over. I need to see it.”


  He sighs. “All right. I’ll get back to you.”


  I place the receiver back in its cradle, and sit down at the table. Outside, Caleb splits wood, relieving his frustration with each heavy blow of the ax. Last night, feeling his way under the covers with one warm hand, he’d brushed the plastic lip of my electronic monitoring bracelet. That was all, and then he’d rolled onto one side away from me.


  Picking up my coffee, I read the twin lines on the lab report again. Caleb is mistaken, that’s all there is to it. All these letters and numbers, they are proof, in black and white, that I am a hero.


  •••


  Quentin gives the lab report another cursory glance and then puts it on a corner of his desk. No surprises there; everyone knows why she killed the priest. The point is, none of this matters anymore. The trial at hand isn’t about sexual abuse, but murder.


  The secretary, a harried, faded blonde named Rhonda or Wanda or something like that, sticks her head in the door. “Does no one knock in this building?” Quentin mutters, scowling.


  “You take the lab report on Szyszynski?” she asks.


  “It’s right here. Why?”


  “Defense attorney just called; he wants a copy faxed over to his office yesterday.”


  Quentin hands the papers to the secretary. “What’s the rush?”


  “Who knows.”


  It makes no sense to Quentin; Fisher Carrington must realize that the information will not make or break his case. But then again, it doesn’t matter at all for the prosecution—Nina Frost is facing a conviction, he’s certain, and no lab report about a dead man is going to change that. By the time the secretary has closed the door behind herself, Quentin has put Carrington’s request out of his mind.


  •••


  Marcella Wentworth hates snow. She had enough of it, growing up in Maine, and then working there for nearly a decade. She hates waking up and knowing you have to shovel your way to your car; she hates the sensation of skis beneath her feet; she hates the uncontrollable feel of wheels spinning out on black ice. The happiest day of Marcella’s life, in fact, was the day she quit her job at the Maine State Lab, moved to Virginia, and threw her Sorrel boots into a public trash bin at a highway McDonald’s.


  She has worked for three years now at CellCore, a private lab. Marcella has a year-round tan and only one medium-weight winter coat. But at her workstation she keeps a postcard Nina Frost, a district attorney, sent her last Christmas—a cartoon depicting the unmistakable mitten shape of her birth state, sporting googly eyes and a jester’s hat. Once a Mainiac, always a Mainiac, it reads.


  Marcella is looking at the postcard, and thinking that there may already be a dusting on the ground up there by now, when Nina Frost calls.


  “You’re not going to believe this,” Marcella says, “but I was just thinking about you.”


  “I need your help,” Nina answers. All business—but then, that has always been Nina. Once or twice since Marcella left the state lab, Nina called to consult on a case, just for the purpose of verification. “I’ve got a DNA test I need checked.”


  Marcella glances at the overwhelming stack of files piling her in-box. “No problem. What’s the story?”


  “Child molestation. There’s a known blood sample and then semen on a pair of underwear. I’m not an expert, but the results looks pretty cut and dried.”


  “Ah. I’m guessing they don’t jive, and you think the state lab screwed up?”


  “Actually, they do jive. I just need to be absolutely certain.”


  “Guess you really don’t want this one to walk,” Marcella muses.


  There is a hesitation. “He’s dead,” Nina says. “I shot him.”


  •••


  Caleb has always liked chopping wood. He likes the Herculean moment of hefting the ax, of swinging it down like a man measuring his strength at a carnival game. He likes the sound of a log being broken apart, a searing crack, and then the hollow plink of two halves falling to opposite sides. He likes the rhythm, which erases thought and memory.


  Maybe by the time he has run out of wood to split, he will feel ready to go back inside and face his wife.


  Nina’s single-mindedness has always been attractive—especially to a man who, in so many matters, is naturally hesitant. But now the flaw has been magnified to the point of being grotesque. She simply cannot let go.


  Once, Caleb had been hired to build a brick wall in a town park. As he’d worked, he’d gotten used to the homeless man who lived beneath the birthday pavilion. His name was Coalspot, or so Caleb had been told. He was schizophrenic but harmless. Sometimes, Coalspot would sit on the park bench next to Caleb as he worked. He spent hours unlacing his shoe, taking it off, scraping at his heel, and then putting his shoe back on. “Can you see it?” the man asked Caleb. “Can you see the hole where the poison’s leaking?”


  One day a social worker arrived to take Coalspot to a shelter, but he wouldn’t go. He insisted he would infect everyone else; the poison was contagious. After three hours, the woman had reached the end of her rope. “We try to help them,” she sighed to Caleb, “and this is what we get.”


  So Caleb sat down beside Coalspot. He took off his own work boot and sock, pointed to his heel. “You see?” he said. “Everyone already has one.”


  After that, the homeless man went off, easy as a kitten. It didn’t matter there was no poisonous hole—just at that moment, Coalspot truly believed there was one. And that for a second, Caleb had told the man he was right.


  Nina is like that, now. She has redefined her actions so that they make sense to her, if not to anyone else. To say that she killed a man in order to protect Nathaniel? Well, whatever trauma he might suffer as a witness couldn’t be nearly as bad as watching his mother get handcuffed and carted off to jail.


  Caleb knows that Nina is looking for vindication, but he can’t do what he did with Coalspot—look her in eye and tell her that yes, he understands. He can’t look her in the eye, period.


  He wonders if the reason he’s putting up a wall between them is so that, when she is sentenced, it is easier to let her go.


  Caleb takes another log and sets it on end on the chopping block. As the ax comes down, the wood cleaves into two neat pieces, and sitting in the center is the truth. What Nina has done doesn’t make Caleb feel morally superior, by default. It makes him a coward, because he wasn’t the one brave enough to cross the line from thought to deed.


  •••


  There are parts of it Nathaniel can’t remember—like what he said when Nathaniel first shook his head no; or which one of them unbuttoned his jeans. What he can still think of, sometimes even when he is trying his hardest not to, is how the air felt cold when his pants came off, and how hot his hand was after that. How it hurt, it hurt so bad, even though he had said it wouldn’t. How Nathaniel had held Esme so tight she cried; how in the mirror of her gold eyes he saw a little boy who no longer was him.


  •••


  It will make Nina happy.


  Those are Marcella’s first thoughts when she reads the DNA results, and sees that the semen stain and the priest’s blood are indistinguishable from each other. No scientist will ever say it quite this way in testimony, but the numbers—and the stats—speak for themselves: This is the perp, no question.


  She picks up the phone to tell Nina so, tucking it under her chin so that she can rubber-band the medical files that came attached to the lab report. Marcella hasn’t bothered to scan these; it is pretty clear from what Nina said that the priest died as a result of the gunshot wound. But still, Nina has asked Marcella for a thorough review. She sighs, then puts back the receiver and opens the thick folder.


  Two hours later, she finishes reading. And realizes that in spite of her best intentions to stay away, she’ll be heading back to Maine.


  •••


  Here is what I have learned in a week: A prison, no matter what shape and size, is still a prison. I find myself staring out windows along with the dog, itching to be on the other side of the glass. I would give a fortune to do the most mundane of errands: run to the bank, take the car to Jiffy Lube, rake leaves.


  Nathaniel has gone back to school. This is Dr. Robichaud’s suggestion, a step toward normalcy. Still, I can’t help but wonder if Caleb had some small part in this; if he really doesn’t like the thought of leaving me alone with my son.


  One morning, before I could think twice, I walked halfway down the driveway to pick up the newspaper before I remembered the electronic bracelet. Caleb found me on the porch, sobbing, waiting for the sirens I was certain would come. But through some miracle, the alarm did not go off. I spent six seconds in the fresh air, and no one was the wiser.


  To occupy myself, sometimes I cook. I have made penne alla rigata, coq au vin, potstickers. I choose dishes from foreign places, anywhere but here. Today, though, I am cleaning the house. I have already emptied the coat closet and the kitchen pantry, restocked their items in order of frequency of use. Up in the bedroom, I’ve tossed out shoes I forgot I ever bought, and have aligned my suits in a rainbow, from palest pink to deepest plum to chocolate.


  I am just weeding through Caleb’s dresser when he comes in, stripping off a filthy shirt. “Do you know,” I say, “that in the hall closet is a brand-new pair of cleats fives sizes bigger than Nathaniel’s foot?”


  “Got them at a garage sale. Nathaniel’ll grow into them.”


  After all this, doesn’t he understand that the future doesn’t necessarily follow in a straight, unbroken line?


  “What are you doing?”


  “Your drawers.”


  “I like my drawers.” Caleb takes a torn shirt I’ve put aside and stuffs it back in all wrinkled. “Why don’t you take a nap? Read, or something?”


  “That would be a waste of time.” I find three socks, all without mates.


  “Why is just taking time a waste of it?” Caleb asks, shrugging into another shirt. He grabs the socks I’ve segregated and puts them into his underwear drawer again.


  “Caleb. You’re ruining it.”


  “How? It was fine to start with!” He jams his shirt into the waist of his jeans, tightens his belt again. “I like my socks the way they are,” Caleb says firmly. For a moment he looks as if he is going to add to that, but then shakes his head and runs down the stairs. Shortly afterward, I see him through the window, walking in the bright, cold sun.


  I open the drawer and remove the orphan socks. Then the torn shirt. It will take him weeks to notice the changes, and one day he will thank me.


  •••


  “Oh, my God,” I cry, glancing out the window at the unfamiliar car that pulls up to the curb. A woman gets out—pixie-small, with a dark cap of hair and her arms wrapped tight against the cold.


  “What?” Caleb runs into the room at my exclamation. “What’s the matter?”


  “Nothing. Absolutely nothing!” I throw open the door and smile widely at Marcella. “I can’t believe you’re here!”


  “Surprise,” she says, and hugs me. “How are you doing?” She tries not to look, but I see it—the way her eyes dart down to try and find my electronic bracelet.


  “I’m... well, I’m great right now. I certainly never expected you to bring me my report in person.”


  Marcella shrugs. “I figured you might enjoy the company. And I hadn’t been back home for a while. I missed it.”


  “Liar,” I laugh, pulling her into the house, where Caleb and Nathaniel are watching with curiosity. “This is Marcella Wentworth. She used to work at the state lab, before she bailed on us to join the private sector.”


  I’m positively beaming. It’s not that Marcella and I are so very close; it’s just that these days, I don’t get to see that many people. Patrick comes, from time to time. And there’s my family, of course. But most of my friends are colleagues, and after the revocation hearing, they’re keeping their distance.


  “You up here on business or pleasure?” Caleb asks.


  Marcella glances at me, unsure of what she should say.


  “I asked Marcella to take a look at the DNA test.”


  Caleb’s smile fades just the slightest bit, so that only if you know him as well as I do would you even catch the dimming. “You know what? Why don’t I take Nathaniel out, so that you two can catch up?”


  After they leave, I lead Marcella into the kitchen. We talk about the temperature in Virginia at this time of year, and when we had our first frost. I make us iced tea. Then, when I can stand it no longer, I sit down across from her. “It’s good news, isn’t it? The DNA, it’s a match?”


  “Nina, did you notice anything when you read the medical file?”


  “I didn’t bother, actually.”


  Marcella draws a circle on the table with her finger. “Father Szyszynski had chronic myeloid leukemia.”


  “Good,” I say flatly. “I hope he was suffering. I hope he puked his insides out every time he got chemotherapy.”


  “He wasn’t getting chemo. He had a bone marrow transplant about seven years ago. His leukemia was in remission. For all intents and purposes, he was cured.”


  I stiffen a little. “Is this your way of telling me I ought to feel guilty for killing a man who was a cancer survivor?”


  “No. It’s... well, there’s something about the treatment of leukemia that factors into DNA analysis. Basically, to cure it, you need to get new blood. And the way that’s done is via bone marrow transplant, since bone marrow is what makes blood. After a few months, your old bone marrow has been replaced completely by the donor’s bone marrow. Your old blood is gone, and the leukemia with it.” Marcella looks up at me. “You follow?”


  “So far.”


  “Your body can use this new blood, because it’s healthy. But it’s not your blood, and at the DNA level, it doesn’t look like your blood used to. Your skin cells, your saliva, your semen—the DNA in those will be what you were born with, but the DNA in your new blood comes from your donor.” Marcella puts her hand on top of mine. “Nina, the lab results were accurate. The DNA in Father Szyszynski’s blood sample matched the semen in your son’s underwear. But the DNA in Father Szyszynski’s blood isn’t really his.”


  “No,” I say. “No, this isn’t the way it works. I was just explaining it the other day to Caleb. You can get DNA from any cell in your body. That’s why you can use a blood sample to match a semen sample.”


  “Ninety-nine point nine percent of the time, yes. But this is a very, very specific exception.” She shakes her head. “I’m sorry, Nina.”


  My head swings up. “You mean... he’s still alive?”


  She doesn’t have to answer.


  I have killed the wrong man.


  •••


  After Marcella leaves, I pace like a lion in a cage of my own making. My hands are shaking; I can’t seem to get warm. What have I done? I killed a man who was innocent. A priest. A person who came to comfort me when my world cracked apart; who loved children, Nathaniel included. I killed a man who fought cancer and won, who deserved a long life. I committed murder and I can no longer even justify my actions to myself.


  I have always believed there is a special place in Hell for the worst ones—the serial killers, the rapists who target kids, the sociopaths who would just as soon lie as cut your throat for the ten dollars in your wallet. And even when I have not secured convictions for them, I tell myself that eventually, they will get what’s coming to them.


  So will I.


  And the reason I know this is because even though I cannot find the strength to stand up; even though I want to scratch at myself until this part of me has been cut away in ribbons, there is another part of me that is thinking: He is still out there.


  I pick up the phone to call Fisher. But then I hang it up. He needs to hear this; he could very well find out by himself. But I don’t know how it will play in my trial, yet. It could make the prosecution more sympathetic, since their victim is a true victim. Then again, an insanity defense is an insanity defense. It doesn’t matter if I killed Father Szyszynski or the judge or every spectator in that courtroom—if I were insane at the time, I still wouldn’t be guilty.


  In fact, this might make me look crazier.


  I sit down at the kitchen table and bury my face in my hands. The doorbell rings and suddenly Patrick is in the kitchen, too big for it, frantic from the message I’ve left on his beeper. “What?” he demands, absorbing in a single glance my position, and the quiet of the household. “Did something happen to Nathaniel?”


  It is such a loaded question, that I can’t help it—I start to laugh. I laugh until my stomach cramps, until I cannot catch my breath, until tears stream from my eyes and I realize I am sobbing. Patrick’s hands are on my shoulders, my forearms, my waist, as if the thing that has broken inside me might be as simple as a bone. I wipe my nose on the back of my sleeve and force myself to meet his gaze. “Patrick,” I whisper, “I screwed up. Father Szyszynski... he didn’t... he wasn’t—”


  He calms me down and makes me tell him everything. When I finish, he stares at me for a full thirty seconds before he speaks. “You’re kidding,” Patrick says. “You shot the wrong guy?”


  He doesn’t wait for an answer, just gets up and starts to pace. “Nina, wait a second. Things get screwed up in labs; it’s happened before.”


  I grab onto this lifeline. “Maybe that’s it. Some medical mistake.”


  “But we had an ID before we ever had the semen evidence.” Patrick shakes his head. “Why would Nathaniel have said his name?”


  Time can stop, I know that now. It is possible to feel one’s heart cease beating, to sense the blood hover in one’s veins. And to have the awful, overwhelming sense that one is trapped in this moment, and there is just no way out of it. “Tell me again.” My words spill like stones. “Tell me what he told you.”


  Patrick turns to me. “Father Glen,” he replies. “Right?”


  •••


  Nathaniel remembers feeling dirty, so dirty that he thought he could take a thousand showers and still need to clean himself again. And the thing of it was, the dirty part of him was under his skin; he would have to rub himself raw before it was gone.


  It burned down there, and even Esme wouldn’t come near him. She purred and then hopped onto the big wooden desk, staring. This is your fault, she was saying. Nathaniel tried to get his pants, but his hands were like clubs, unable to pick up anything. His underwear, when he finally managed to grab it, was all wet, which made no sense because Nathaniel hadn’t had an accident, he just knew it. But the priest had been looking at his underpants, holding them. He’d liked the baseball mitts.


  Nathaniel didn’t want to wear them again, ever.


  “We can fix that,” the priest said, in a voice soft as a pillow, and he disappeared for a moment. Nathaniel counted to thirty-five, and then did it again, because that was as high as he could go. He wanted to leave. He wanted to hide under the desk or in the file cabinet. But he needed underpants. He couldn’t get dressed without them, they came first. That was what his mom said when he forgot sometimes, and she made him go upstairs to put them on.


  The priest came back with a baby pair, not like his dad’s, which looked like shorts. He’d gotten these, Nathaniel was sure, from the big box that held all the greasy coats and smelly sneakers people had left behind in the church. How could you leave without your sneakers, and never notice? Nathaniel always had wanted to know. For that matter, how could you forget your underpants?


  These were clean and had Spiderman on them. They were too tight, but Nathaniel didn’t care. “Let me take the other pair,” the priest said. “I’ll wash them and give them back.”


  Nathaniel shook his head. He pulled on his sweatpants and tucked the boxers into the kangaroo part of his sweatshirt, turning the icky side so that he didn’t have to touch it. He felt the priest pet his hair and he went perfectly still, like granite, with the same thick, straight feelings inside.


  “Do you need me to walk you back?”


  Nathaniel didn’t answer. He waited until the priest had picked up Esme and left; then he walked down the hall to the boiler room. It was creepy inside—no light switch, and cobwebs, and once even the skeleton of a mouse that had died. No one ever went in there, which is why Nathaniel did, and stuffed the bad underwear way behind the big machine that hummed and belched heat.


  When Nathaniel went back to his class, Father Glen was still reading the Bible story. Nathaniel sat down, tried to listen. He paid careful attention, even when he felt someone’s eyes on him. When he looked up, the other priest was standing in the hallway, holding Esme and smiling. With his free hand he raised a finger to his lips. Shh. Don’t tell.


  That was the moment Nathaniel lost all his words.


  •••


  The day my son stopped speaking, we had gone to church. Afterward, there was a fellowship coffee—what Caleb liked to call Bible Bribery, a promise of doughnuts in return for your presence at Mass. Nathaniel moved around me as if I were a maypole, turning this way and that as he waited for Father Szyszynski to call the children together to read.


  This coffee was a celebration, of sorts—two priests who had come to study at St. Anne’s for some sort of Catholic edification were going back to their own congregations. A banner blew from the base of the scarred table, wishing them well. Since we were not regular churchgoers, I had not really noticed the priests doing whatever it was they were supposed to be doing. Once or twice I’d seen one from behind and made the assumption it was Father Szyszynski, only to have the man turn around and prove me wrong.


  My son was angry because they had run out of powdered sugar doughnuts. “Nathaniel,” I said, “stop pulling on me.”


  I’d tugged him off my waist, smiling apologetically at the couple that Caleb was speaking to; acquaintances we had not seen in months. They had no children, although they were our ages, and I imagine that Caleb liked talking to them for the same reason I did—there was that amazing What if permeating the conversation, as if Todd and Margaret were a funhouse mirror in which Caleb and I could see who else we might have become, had I never conceived. Todd was talking about their upcoming trip to Greece; how they were chartering a boat to take them from island to island.


  Nathaniel, for reasons I could not fathom, sank his teeth into my hand.


  I jumped, more shocked than hurt, and grabbed Nathaniel by the wrist. I was caught in that awful limbo of public discipline—a moment when a child has done something truly punishable but escapes without penalty because it isn’t politically correct to give him the quick smack on his behind that he deserves. “Don’t you ever do that again,” I said through my teeth, trying for a smile. “Do you hear me?”


  Then I noticed all the other kids hurrying down the stairs after Father Szyszynski, a Pied Piper. “Go,” I urged. “You don’t want to miss the story.”


  Nathaniel buried his face underneath my sweater, his head swelling my belly again, a mock pregnancy. “Come on. All your friends are going.”


  I had to peel his arms from around me, push him in the right direction. Twice he looked back, and twice I had to nod, encouraging him to get a move on. “I’m sorry,” I said to Margaret, smiling. “You were talking about Corsica?”


  Until now, I did not remember that one of the other priests, the taller one who carried a cat as if it were part of his clerical attire, hurried down the steps after the children. That he caught up to Nathaniel and put his hand on his shoulder with the comfort of someone who had done it before.


  Nathaniel said his name.


  A memory bursts and stings my eyes: What’s the opposite of left?


  White.


  What’s the opposite of white?


  Bwack.


  I remember the priest at Father Szyszynski’s funeral who had stared through my veil as he handed me the Host, as if my features were familiar. And I remember the sentences printed carefully on a banner beneath the coffee table on that last day, before Nathaniel stopped speaking. PEACE BE WITH YOU, FATHER O’TOOLE. PEACE BE WITH YOU, FATHER GWYNNE.


  Tell me what he told you, I’d asked Patrick.


  Father Glen.


  Maybe that is what Patrick heard. But that isn’t how Nathaniel would have said it.


  •••


  “He wasn’t saying Father Glen,” Nina murmurs to Patrick. “He was saying Father Gwynne.”


  “Yeah, but you know how Nathaniel talks. His L’s always come out wrong.”


  “Not this time,” Nina sighs. “This time he was saying it right. Gwen. Gwynne. They’re so close.”


  “Who the hell is Gwynne?”


  Nina rises, her hands splayed through her hair. “He’s the one, Patrick. He’s the one who hurt Nathaniel and he’s still, he could still be doing this to a hundred other boys, and—” She wilts, stumbling against the wall. Patrick steadies her with one hand, and he is startled to feel her shaking so hard. His first instinct is to reach for her. His second, smarter response is to let her take a step away.


  She slides down the side of the refrigerator until she is sitting on the floor. “He’s the bone marrow donor. He has to be.”


  “Does Fisher know about this yet?” She shakes her head. “Caleb?”


  In that moment, he thinks of a story he read long ago in school, about the start of the Trojan War. Paris was given a choice to be the richest man in the world, the smartest man in the world, or the chance to love another man’s wife. Patrick, fool that he is, would make the same mistake. For with her hair in knots, her eyes red and swollen, her sorrow cracked open in her lap, Nina is every bit as beautiful to him now as Helen was back then.


  She lifts her face to his. “Patrick... what am I going to do?”


  It shocks him into a response. “You,” Patrick says clearly, “are not going to do anything. You are going to sit in this house because you’re on trial for a man’s murder.” When she opens her mouth to argue, Patrick holds up his hand. “You’ve already been locked up once, and look what happened to Nathaniel. What do you think’s going to happen to him if you walk out that door for more vigilante justice, Nina? The only way you can keep him safe is to stay with him. Let me...” He hesitates, knowing that on the edge of this cliff, the only way out is to retreat, or to jump. “Let me take care of it.”


  She knows exactly what he has just vowed. It means going against his department, going against his own code of ethics. It means turning his back on the system, like Nina has. And it means facing the consequences. Like Nina. He sees the wonder in her face, and the spark that lets him know how tempted she is to take him up on his offer. “And risk losing your job? Going to jail?” she says. “I can’t let you do something that stupid.”


  What makes you think I haven’t already? Patrick doesn’t say the words aloud, but he doesn’t have to. He crouches down and puts his hand on Nina’s knee. Her hand comes up to cover his. And he sees it in her eyes: She knows how he feels about her, she has always known. But this is the first time she has come close to admitting it.


  “Patrick,” she says quietly, “I think I’ve already ruined the lives of enough people I love.”


  When the door bursts open and Nathaniel tumbles into the kitchen on a whirl of cold air, Patrick comes to his feet. The boy smells of popcorn and is carrying a stuffed frog inside his winter coat. “Guess what,” he says. “Daddy took me to the arcade.”


  “You’re a lucky guy,” Patrick answers, and even to his own ears, his voice sounds weak. Caleb comes in, then, and closes the door behind him. He looks from Patrick to Nina, and smiles uncomfortably. “I thought you were visiting with Marcella.”


  “She had to go. She was meeting someone else. As she was leaving, Patrick stopped by.”


  “Oh.” Caleb rubs the back of his neck. “So... what did she say?”


  “Say?”


  “About the DNA.”


  Before Patrick’s very eyes, Nina changes. She flashes a polished smile at her husband. “It’s a match,” she lies. “A perfect match.”


  •••


  From the moment I step outside, the world is magic. Air cold enough to make my nostrils stick together; a sun that trembles like a cold yolk; a sky so wide and blue that I cannot keep it all in my eyes. Inside smells different from outside, but you don’t notice until one of them is taken away from you.


  I am on my way to Fisher’s office, so my electronic bracelet has been deactivated. Being outside is so glorious that it almost supersedes the secret I am hiding. As I slow for a stoplight I see the Salvation Army man swinging his bell, his bucket swaying gently. This is the season of charity; surely there will be some left for me.


  Patrick’s offer swims through my mind like smoke, making it difficult to see clearly. He is the most moral, upstanding man I know—he would not have offered lightly to become my one-man posse. Of course, I cannot let him do this. But I also can’t stop hoping that maybe he will ignore me and do it anyway. And immediately, I hate myself for even thinking such a thing.


  I tell myself, too, that I don’t want Patrick to go after Gwynne for another reason, although it is one I will admit only in the darkest corners of the night: Because I want to be the one. Because this was my son, my grievance, my justice to mete out.


  When did I become this person—a woman who has the capacity to commit murder, to want to murder again, to get what she wants without caring who she destroys in the process? Was this always a part of me, buried, waiting? Maybe there is a seed of malfeasance even in the most honest of people—like Patrick—that requires a certain combination of circumstances to bloom. In most of us, then, it lies dormant forever. But for others, it blossoms. And once it does, it takes over like loosestrife, choking out rational thought, killing compassion.


  So much for Christmas spirit.


  Fisher’s office is decorated for the holidays too. Swaths of garland drape the fireplace; there is mistletoe hanging square over the secretary’s desk. Beside the coffee urn sits a jug of hot mulled cider. While I wait for my attorney to retrieve me, I run my hand over the leather cushion of the couch, simply for the novelty of touching something other than the old sage chenille sofa in my living room at home.


  What Patrick said about labs making mistakes has stayed with me. I will not tell Fisher about the bone marrow tranpslant, not until I know for sure that Marcella’s explanation is right. There is no reason to believe that Quentin Brown will dig up this obscure glitch about DNA; so there is no reason to trouble Fisher yet with information he might never need to know.


  “Nina.” Fisher strides toward me, frowning. “You’re losing weight.”


  “It’s called prisoner-of-war chic.” I fall into step beside him, measuring the dimensions of this hall and that alcove, simply because they are unfamiliar to me. In his office, I stare out the window, where the fingers of bare branches rap a tattoo against the glass.


  Fisher catches the direction of my gaze. “Would you like to go outside?” he asks quietly.


  It is freezing, nearly zero. But I am not in the habit of handing back gifts. “I would love that.”


  So we walk in the parking lot behind the law offices, the wind kicking up small tornadoes of brown leaves. Fisher holds a stack of papers in his gloved hands. “We’ve gotten the state’s psychiatric evaluation back. You didn’t quite answer his questions directly, did you?”


  “Oh, come on. Do you know the role of a judge in the courtroom? For God’s sake.”


  A small grin plays over Fisher’s mouth. “All the same, he found you competent and sane at the time of the offense.”


  I stop walking. What about now? Is it crazy to want to finish the job once you’ve found out you didn’t succeed the first time? Or is that the sanest thing in the world?


  “Don’t worry. I think we can chew this guy up and rip his report to shreds—but I also would like a forensic shrink to say you were insane then, and aren’t now. The last thing I want is a jury thinking you’re still a threat.”


  But I am. I imagine shooting Father Gwynne, getting it right this time. Then I turn to Fisher, my face perfectly blank. “Who do you want to use?”


  “How about Sidwell Mackay?”


  “We joke about him in the office,” I say. “Any prosecutor can get through him in five minutes flat.”


  “Peter Casanoff?”


  I shake my head. “Pompous windbag.”


  Together we turn our backs to the wind, trying to make a very logical decision about whom we can find to call me insane. Maybe this will not be so difficult after all. What rational woman still sees the wrong man’s blood on her hands every time she looks down, but spends an hour in the shower imagining how she might kill the right man?


  “All right,” Fisher suggests. “How about O’Brien, from Portland?”


  “I’ve called him a couple of times. He seems all right, maybe a little squirmy.”


  Fisher nods in agreement. “He’s going to come off like an academic, and I think that’s what you need, Nina.”


  I offer him my most complacent smile. “Well, Fisher. You’re the boss!”


  He gives me a guarded look, then hands over the psychiatric report. “This is the one the state sent. You need to remember what you told him before you go see O’Brien.”


  So defense attorneys do ask their clients to memorize what they said to the state psychiatrist.


  “We’ve got Judge Neal coming down, by the way.”


  I cringe. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding.”


  “Why?”


  “He’s supposed to be incredibly gullible.”


  “How lucky for you, then, that you’re a defendant,” Fisher says dryly. “Speaking of which... I don’t believe we’re going to put you on the stand.”


  “I wouldn’t expect you to, after two psychiatrists testify.” But I am thinking, I cannot take the stand now, not knowing what I know.


  Fisher stops walking and faces me. “Before you start telling me how you think your defense ought to be handled, Nina, I want to remind you you’re looking at insanity from a prosecutor’s perspective, and I—”


  “You know, Fisher,” I interrupt, glancing at my watch, “I can’t really talk about this today.”


  “Is the coach turning into a pumpkin?”


  “I’m sorry. I just can’t.” My eyes slide away from his.


  “You can’t put it off forever. Your trial will start in January, and I’ll be gone over the holidays with my family.”


  “Let me get examined first,” I bargain. “Then we can sit down.”


  Fisher nods. I think of O’Brien, of whether I can convince him of my insanity. I wonder if, by then, it will be an act.


  •••


  For the first time in a decade, Quentin takes a long lunch. No one will notice at the DA’s office; they barely tolerate his presence, and in his absence, probably dance on the top of his desk. He checks the directions he’s downloaded from the computer and swings his car into the parking lot of the high school. Teens sausaged into North Face jackets give him cursory glances as he passes. Quentin walks right through the middle of a hackeysack game without breaking stride, and continues around the back of the school.


  There is a shoddy football stadium, an equally shoddy track, and a basketball court. Gideon is doing an admirable job of guarding some pansy-ass center six inches shorter than him. Quentin puts his hands into the pockets of his overcoat and watches his son steal the ball and shoot an effortless three-pointer.


  The last time his son had picked up the phone to get in touch, he’d been calling from jail, busted for possession. And although it cost Quentin plenty of snide comments about nepotism, he’d gotten Gideon’s sentence transmuted to a rehab facility. That hadn’t been good enough for Gideon, though, who’d wanted to be released scot-free. “You’re no use as a father,” he’d told Quentin. “I should have known you’d be no use as a lawyer, either.”


  Now, a year later, Gideon high-fives another player and then turns around to see Quentin watching. “Shit, man,” he mutters. “Time.” The other kids fall to the sidelines, sucking on water bottles and shrugging off layers of clothes. Gideon approaches, arms crossed. “You come here to make me piss in some cup?”


  Shrugging, Quentin says, “No, I came to see you. To talk.”


  “I got nothing to say to you.”


  “That’s surprising,” Quentin responds, “since I have sixteen years’ worth.”


  “Then what’s another day?” Gideon turns back toward the game. “I’m busy.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  The words make the boy pause. “Yeah, right,” he murmurs. He storms back to the basketball court, grabbing the ball and spinning it in the air—to impress Quentin, maybe? “Let’s go, let’s go!” he calls, and the others rally around him. Quentin walks off. “Who was that, man?” he hears one of the boys ask Gideon. And Gideon’s response, when he thinks Quentin is too far away to hear: “Some guy who needed directions.”


  •••


  From the window of the doctor’s office at Dana-Farber, Patrick can see the ragtag edge of Boston. Olivia Bessette, the oncologist listed on Father Szyszynski’s medical reports, has turned out to be considerably younger than Patrick expected—not much older than Patrick himself. She sits with her hands folded, her curly hair pulled into a sensible bun, one rubber-soled white clog tapping lightly on the floor. “Leukemia only affects the blood cells,” she explains, “and chronic myeloid leukemia tends to have an onset in patients in their forties and fifties—although I’ve had some cases with patients in their twenties.”


  Patrick wonders how you sit on the edge of a hospital bed and tell someone they are not going to live. It is not that different, he imagines, from knocking on a door in the middle of the night and informing a parent that his son has been killed in a drunk driving accident. “What happens to the blood cells?” he asks.


  “Blood cells are all programmed to die, just like we are. They start out at a baby stage, then grow up to be a little more functional, and by the time they get spit out of the bone marrow they are adult cells. By then, white cells should be able to fight infection on your behalf, red blood cells should be able to carry oxygen, and platelets should be able to clot your blood. But if you have leukemia, your cells never mature... and they never die. So you wind up with a proliferation of white cells that don’t work, and that overrun all your other cells.”


  Patrick is not really going against Nina’s wishes, being here. All he’s doing is clarifying what they know—not taking it a step farther. He secured this appointment on a ruse, pretending that he is working on behalf of the assistant attorney general. Mr. Brown, Patrick explained, has the burden of proof. Which means they need to be a hundred percent sure that Father Szyszynski didn’t drop dead of leukemia the moment that his assailant pulled out a gun. Could Dr. Bessette, his former oncologist, offer any opinions?


  “What does a bone marrow transplant do?” Patrick asks.


  “Wonders, if it works. There are six proteins on all of our cells, human leukocyte antigens, or HLA. They help our bodies recognize you as you, and me as me. When you’re looking for a bone marrow donor, you’re hoping for all six of these proteins to match yours. In most cases, this means siblings, half-siblings, maybe a cousin—relatives seem to have the lowest instance of rejection.”


  “Rejection?” Patrick asks.


  “Yes. In essence, you’re trying to convince your body that the donor cells are actually yours, because you have the same six proteins on them. If you can’t do that, your immune system will reject the bone marrow transplant, which leads to Graft Versus Host disease.”


  “Like a heart transplant.”


  “Exactly. Except this isn’t an organ. Bone marrow is harvested from the pelvis, because it’s the big bones in your body that make blood. Basically, we put the donor to sleep and then stick needles into his hips about 150 times on each side, suctioning out the early cells.”


  He winces, and the doctor smiles a little. “It is painful. Being a bone marrow donor is a very selfless thing.”


  Yeah, this guy was a fucking altruist, Patrick thinks.


  “Meanwhile, the patient with leukemia has been taking immunosuppressants. The week before the transplant, he’s given enough chemotherapy to kill all the blood cells in his body. It’s timed this way, so that his bone marrow is empty.”


  “You can live like that?”


  “You’re at huge risk for infection. The patient still has his own living blood cells... he’s just not making any new ones. Then he gets the donor marrow, through a simple IV. It takes about two hours, and we don’t know how, but the cells manage to find their way to the bone marrow in his own body and start growing. After about a month, his bone marrow has been entirely replaced by his donor’s.”


  “And his blood cells would have the donor’s six proteins, that HLA stuff?” Patrick asks.


  “That’s right.”


  “How about the donor’s DNA?”


  Dr. Bessette nods. “Yes. In all respects, his blood is really someone else’s. He’s just fooling his body into believing it’s truly his.”


  Patrick leans forward. “But if it takes—if the cancer goes into remission—does the patient’s body start making his own blood again?”


  “No. If it did, we’d consider it a rejection of the graft, and the leukemia would return. We want the patient to keep producing his donor’s blood forever.” She taps the file on her desk. “In Glen Szyszynski’s case, five years after the transplant, he was given a clean bill of health. His new bone marrow was working quite well, and the chance of a recurrence of leukemia was less than ten percent.” Dr. Bessette nods. “I think the prosecution can safely say that however the priest died, it wasn’t of leukemia.”


  Patrick smiles at her. “Guess it felt good to have a success story.”


  “It always does. Father Szyszynski was lucky to have found a perfect match.”


  “A perfect match?”


  “That’s what we call it when a donor’s HLA corresponds to all six of the patient’s HLA.”


  Patrick takes a quick breath. “Especially when they’re not related.”


  “Oh,” Dr. Bessette says. “But that wasn’t the case here. Father Szyszynski and his donor were half-brothers.”


  •••


  Francesca Martine came to the Maine State Lab by way of New Hampshire, where she’d been working as a DNA scientist until something better came along. That something turned out not to be the ballistics expert who broke her heart. She moved north, nursing her wounds, and discovered what she’d always known—safety came in gels and Petri dishes, and numbers never hurt you.


  That said, numbers also couldn’t explain the visceral reaction she has the minute she first meets Quentin Brown. On the phone, she imagined him like all the other state drones—harried and underpaid, with skin a sickly shade of gray. But from the moment he walks into her lab, she cannot take her eyes off him. He is striking, certainly, with his excessive height and his mahogany complexion, but Frankie knows that isn’t the attraction. She feels a pull between them, magnetism honed by the common experience of being different. She is not black, but she’s often been the only woman in the room with an IQ of 220.


  Unfortunately, if she wants Quentin Brown to study her closely, she’ll have to assume the shape of a forensic lab report. “What was it that made you look at this twice?” Frankie asks.


  He narrows his eyes. “How come you’re asking?”


  “Curiosity. It’s pretty esoteric stuff for the prosecution.”


  Quentin hesitates, as if wondering whether to confide in her. Oh, come on, Frankie thinks. Loosen up. “The defense asked to take a look at it, specifically. Immediately. And it didn’t seem to merit that kind of request. I don’t see how the DNA results here make a difference for us or for them.”


  Frankie crosses her arms. “The reason they were interested isn’t because of the lab report I issued. It’s because of what’s in the medical files.”


  “I’m not following you.”


  “You know the way the DNA report says that the chances of randomly selecting an unrelated individual who matches this genetic material are one in six billion?”


  Quentin nods.


  “Well,” Frankie explains, “you just found the one.”


  •••


  It costs approximately two thousand dollars of taxpayer money to exhume a body. “No,” Ted Poulin says flatly. As the attorney general of Maine, and Quentin’s boss, that ought to be that. But Quentin isn’t going to give up without a fight, not this time.


  He grips the receiver of the phone. “The DNA scientist at the state lab says we can do the test on tooth pulp.”


  “Quentin, it doesn’t matter for the prosecution. She killed him. Period.”


  “She killed a guy who molested her son. I have to change him from a sexual predator into a victim, Ted, and this is the way to do it.”


  There is a long silence on the other end. Quentin runs his fingertips along the grain of wood on Nina Frost’s desk. He does this over and over, as if he is rubbing an amulet.


  “There’s no family to fight it?”


  “The mother gave consent already.”


  Ted sighs. “The publicity is going to be outrageous.”


  Leaning back in his chair, Quentin grins. “Let me take care of it,” he offers.


  •••


  Fisher storms into the district attorney’s office, uncharacteristically flustered. He has been there before, of course, but who knows where the hell they’ve ensconced Quentin Brown while he’s prosecuting Nina’s case. He has just opened up his mouth to ask the secretary when Brown himself walks out of the small kitchen area, carrying a cup of coffee. “Mr. Carrington,” he says pleasantly. “Looking for me?”


  Fisher withdraws the paperwork he’s received that morning from his breast pocket. The Motion to Exhume. “What is this?”


  Quentin shrugs. “You must know. You’re the one who asked for the DNA records to be rushed over, after all.”


  Fisher has no idea why, in fact. The DNA records were rushed over at Nina’s behest, but he’ll be damned if he lets Brown know this. “What are you trying to do, counselor?”


  “A simple test that proves the priest your client killed wasn’t the same guy who abused her kid.”


  Fisher steels his gaze. “I’ll see you in court tomorrow morning,” he says, and by the time he gets into his car to drive to Nina’s home, he has begun to understand how an ordinary human might become frustrated enough to kill.


  •••


  “Fisher!” I say, and I’m actually delighted to see the man. This amazes me—either I have truly bedded down with the Enemy, or I’ve been under house arrest too long. I throw open the door to let him in, and realize that he is furious. “You knew,” he says, his voice calm and that much more frightening for all its control. He hands me a motion filed by the assistant attorney general.


  My insides begin to quiver; I feel absolutely sick. With tremendous effort I swallow and meet Fisher’s eye—better to come clean eventually, than to not come clean at all. “I didn’t know if I should tell you. I didn’t know if the information was going to be important to my case.”


  “That’s my job!” Fisher explodes. “You are paying me for a reason, Nina, and it’s because you know on some level, although apparently not a conscious one, that I am qualified to get you acquitted. In fact, I’m more qualified to do that than any other attorney in Maine... including you.”


  I look away. At heart, I am a prosecutor, and prosecutors don’t tell defense attorneys everything. They dance around each other, but the prosecutor is always the one who leads, leaving the other lawyer to find his footing.


  Always.


  “I don’t trust you,” I say finally.


  Fisher fields this like a blow. “Well, then. We’re even.”


  We stare at each other, two great dogs with their teeth bared. Fisher turns away, angry, and in that moment I see my face in the reflection of the window. The truth is, I’m not a prosecutor anymore. I’m not capable of defending myself. I’m not sure I even want to.


  “Fisher,” I call out when he is halfway out the door. “How badly will this hurt me?”


  “I don’t know, Nina. It doesn’t make you look any less crazy, but it’s also going to strip you of public sympathy. You’re not a hero anymore, killing a pedophile. You’re a hothead who knocked off an innocent man—a priest, no less.” He shakes his head. “You’re the prime example of why we have laws in the first place.”


  In his eyes, I see what’s coming—the fact that I am no longer a mother doing what she had to for her child, but simply a reckless woman who thought she knew better than anyone else. I wonder if camera flashes feel different on your skin when they capture you as a criminal, instead of a victim. I wonder if parents who once fathomed my actions—even if they disagreed with them—will look at me now and cross the street, just in case faulty judgment is contagious.


  Fisher exhales heavily. “I can’t keep them from exhuming the body.”


  “I know.”


  “And if you keep hiding information from me, it will hurt you, because I won’t know how to work with it.”


  I duck my head. “I understand.”


  He raises his hand in farewell. I stand on the porch and watch him go, hugging myself against the wind. When his car heads down the street, its exhaust freezes, a sigh caught in the cold. With a deep breath I turn to find Caleb standing not three feet behind me. “Nina,” he says, “what was that?”


  Pushing past him, I shake my head, but he grabs my arm and will not let me go. “You lied to me. Lied to me!”


  “Caleb, you don’t understand—”


  He grasps my shoulders and shakes me once, hard. “What is it I don’t understand? That you killed an innocent man? Jesus, Nina, when is it going to hit you?”


  Once, Nathaniel asked me how the snow disappears. It is like that in Maine—instead of melting over time, it takes one warm day for drifts that are thigh-high in the morning to evaporate by the time the sun goes down. Together we went to the library to learn the answer—sublimation, the process by which something solid vanishes into thin air.


  With Caleb’s hands holding me up, I fall apart. I let out everything I have been afraid to set free for the past week. Father Szyszynski’s voice fills my head; his face swims in front of me. “I know,” I sob. “Oh, Caleb, I know. I thought I could do this. I thought I could take care of it. But I made a mistake.” I fold myself into the wall of his chest, waiting for his arms to come around me.


  They don’t.


  Caleb takes a step back, shoves his hands in his pockets. His eyes are red-rimmed, haunted. “What’s the mistake, Nina? That you killed a man?” he asks hoarsely. “Or that you didn’t?”


  •••


  “It’s a shame, is what it is,” the church secretary says. Myra Lester shakes her head, then hands Patrick the cup of tea she’s made him. “Christmas Mass just around the corner, and us without a chaplain.”


  Patrick knows that the best road to information is not always the one that’s paved and straightforward, but the one that cuts around back and is most often forgotten as an access route. He also knows, from his long-lapsed days of growing up Catholic, that the collective memory—and gossip mill—most often is the church secretary. So he offers his most concerned expression, the one that always got him a pinch on the cheek from his elderly aunts. “The congregation must be devastated.”


  “Between the rumors flying around about Father Szyszynski, and the way he was killed—well, it’s most un-Christian, that’s all I have to say about it.” She sniffs, then settles her considerable bottom on a wing chair in the rectory office.


  He would like to have assumed a different persona, now—a newcomer to Biddeford, for example, checking out the parish—but he has already been seen in his capacity as a detective, during the sexual abuse investigation. “Myra,” Patrick says, then looks up at her and smiles. “I’m sorry. I meant Mrs. Lester, of course.”


  Her cheeks flame, and she titters. “Oh, no, you feel free to call me whatever you like, Detective.”


  “Well, Myra, I’ve been trying to get in touch with the priests that were visiting St. Anne’s shortly before Father Szyszynski’s death.”


  “Oh, yes, they were lovely. Just lovely! That Father O’Toole, he had the most scrumptious Southern accent. Like peach schnapps, that’s what I thought of every time he spoke.... Or was that Father Gwynne?”


  “The prosecution’s hounding me. I don’t suppose you’d have any idea where I could find them?”


  “They’ve gone back to their own congregations, of course.”


  “Is there a record of that? A forwarding address, maybe?”


  Myra frowns, and a small pattern of lines in the shape of a spider appears on her forehead. “I’m sure there must be. Nothing in this church goes on without me knowing the details.” She walks toward all the ledgers and logs stacked behind her desk. Flipping through the pages of a leather-bound book, she finds an entry and smacks it with the flat of her hand. “It’s right here. Fathers Brendan O’Toole, from St. Dennis’s, in Harwich, Massachusetts, and Arthur Gwynne, due to depart this afternoon as per the See of Portland.” Myra scratches her hair with the eraser of a pencil. “I suppose the other priest could have come from Harwich, too, but that wouldn’t explain the peach schnapps.”


  “Maybe he moved as a child,” Patrick suggests. “What’s the Sea of Portland?”


  “See, S-E-E. It’s the governing diocese hereabouts in Maine, of course.” She lifts her face to Patrick’s. “They’re the ones who sent the priests to us in the first place.”


  •••


  Midnight, in a graveyard, with an unearthed casket—Patrick can think of a thousand places he’d rather be. But he stands beside the two sweating men who have hauled the coffin from the ground and set it beside Father Szyszynski’s resting place, like an altar in the moonlight. He has promised to be Nina’s eyes, Nina’s legs. And if necessary, Nina’s hands.


  They are all wearing Hazmat suits—Patrick and Evan Chao, Fisher Carrington and Quentin Brown, Frankie Martine, and the medical examiner, Vern Potter. In the black circle beyond their flashlights, an owl screams.


  Vern jumps a foot. “Holy sweet Jesus. Any minute now I keep expecting the zombies to get up from behind the tombstones. Couldn’t we have done this in broad daylight?”


  “I’ll take zombies over the press any day,” Evan Chao mutters. “Get it over with, Vern.”


  “Hokey-dokey.” The medical examiner takes a crowbar and pries open Father Szyszynski’s casket. The foul air that puffs from its insides has Patrick gagging. Fisher Carrington turns away and holds a handkerchief to his face mask. Quentin walks off briskly to vomit behind a tree.


  The priest does not look all that different. Half of his face is still missing. His arms lie at his sides. His skin, gray and wrinkled, has not yet decomposed. “Open wide,” Vern murmurs, and he ratchets down the jaw, reaches inside, and pulls out a molar with a pair of tooth pliers.


  “Get me a couple wisdom teeth, too,” Frankie says. “And hair.”


  Evan nods to Patrick, calling him aside. “You believe this?” he asks.


  “Nope.”


  “Maybe the bastard’s just getting what he deserves.”


  Patrick is stunned for a moment, until he remembers: There is no reason to believe Evan would know what Patrick knows—that Father Szyszynski was innocent. “Maybe,” he manages.


  A few minutes later, Vern hands a jar and an envelope to Frankie. Quentin hurries away with her, Fisher close behind. The ME closes the casket and turns to the grave diggers. “You can put him back now,” he instructs, then turns to Patrick. “On your way out?”


  “In a sec.” Patrick watches Vern go, then turns to the grave, where the two big men have dropped the coffin again and are starting to shovel dirt over it again. He waits until they are finished, because he thinks someone should.


  •••


  By the time Patrick gets to the Biddeford District Court, he wonders whether Father Arthur Gwynne ever existed at all. He’s driven from the graveyard, where the body was being exhumed, to the Catholic See in Portland... where he was told by the chancellor that their records only showed Father O’Toole coming to visit Biddeford. If Father Gwynne was at the church too, it might have been a personal connection to the Biddeford chaplain that brought him there. Which, of course, is exactly what Patrick needs to confirm.


  The probate clerk hands him a copy of the priest’s Last Will and Testament, which became a public record a month ago, when it was filed with the court. The document is simple to a fault. Father Szyszynski left fifty percent of his estate to his mother. And the rest to the executor of his will: Arthur Gwynne, of Belle Chasse, Louisiana.


  •••


  Enamel is the strongest material naturally found in the human body, which makes it a bitch to crack open. To this end, Frankie soaks the extracted molar in liquid nitrogen for about five minutes, because frozen, it is more likely to shatter. “Hey, Quentin,” she says, grinning at the attorney, waiting impatiently. “Can you break a dollar?”


  He fishes in his pockets, but shakes his head. “Sorry.”


  “No problem.” She takes a buck from her wallet and floats it in the liquid nitrogen, then pulls it out, smashes it on the counter, and laughs. “I can.”


  He sighs. “Is this why it takes so long to get results from the state lab?”


  “Hey, I’m letting you cut in line, aren’t I?” Frankie removes the tooth from its bath and sets it in a sterile mortar and pestle. She grinds at it, pounding harder and harder, but the tooth will not crack.


  “Mortar and pestle?” Quentin asks.


  “We used to use the ME’s skull saw, but we had to get a new blade every time. Plus, the cutting edge gets too hot, and denatures the DNA.” She glances at him over her protective goggles. “You don’t want me to screw up, do you?” Another whack, but the tooth remains intact. “Oh, for God’s sake.” Frankie plucks a second tooth out of the liquid nitrogen. “Come with me. I want to get this over with.”


  She double-bags the tooth in Ziplocs and leads Quentin to the stairwell, all the way to the basement garage of the laboratory. “Stand back,” she says, and then squats, setting the bag on the floor. Taking a hammer out of the pocket of her lab coat, Frankie begins to pound, her own jaw aching in sympathy. The tooth shatters on the fourth try, its pieces splintering into the plastic bag.


  “Now what?” Quentin asks.


  The pulp is brownish, slight... but most definitely there. “Now,” she says, “you wait.”


  •••


  Quentin, who is unused to staying up in graveyards all night and then driving to the lab in Augusta, falls asleep on a bank of chairs in the lobby. When he feels a cool hand on the back of his neck, he startles awake, sitting up so quickly he is momentarily dizzy. Frankie stands before him, holding out a report. “And?” he asks.


  “The tooth pulp was chimeric.”


  “English?”


  Frankie sits down beside him. “The reason we test tooth pulp is because it has blood cells in it... but also tissue cells. For you and me and most people, the DNA in both of those cells will be the same. But if someone gets a bone marrow transplant, they’re going to show a mixture of two DNA profiles in their tooth pulp. The first profile will be the DNA they were born with, and that’ll be in the tissue cells. The second profile will be the DNA that came from their marrow donor, and will be in the blood cells. In this sample, the suspect’s tooth pulp yielded a mixture.”


  Quentin frowns at the numbers on the page. “So—”


  “So here’s your proof,” Frankie says. “Somebody else perved that kid.”


  •••


  After Fisher calls me with the news, I go right into the bathroom and throw up. Again, and again, until there is nothing left in my stomach but the guilt. The truth is, a man was killed by my own hand, a man who deserved no punishment. What does this make me?


  I want to shower until I don’t feel dirty; I want to strip off my own skin. But the horror is at the heart of me. Cut a gut feeling, watch yourself bleed to death.


  Like I watched him.


  In the hallway, I brush past Caleb, who has not been speaking to me anyway. There are no more words between us, each one has a charge on it, an ion that might attach to either him or to me and push us farther apart. In my bedroom, I kick off my shoes and crawl fully dressed under the covers. I pull them up over my head; breathe in the same cocoon. If you pass out, and there’s still no air, what will happen?


  I can’t get warm. This is where I will stay, because now any of my decisions may be suspect. Better to do nothing at all, than to take another risk that might change the world.


  •••


  It’s an instinct, Patrick realizes—to want to hurt someone as badly as they’ve hurt you. There were moments in his career in the military police that his arrests became violent, blood running over his hands that felt like a balm at the time. Now, he understands that the theory can go one step further: It’s an instinct to want to hurt someone as badly as they’ve hurt someone you care about. This is the only explanation he can offer for sitting on a 757 en route from Dallas-Fort Worth to New Orleans.


  The question isn’t what he would do for Nina. “Anything,” Patrick would answer, without hesitation. She had expressly warned him away from hunting down Arthur Gwynne, and all of Patrick’s actions up to this point could be classified as information-seeking, but even he could not couch the truth, now: He had no reason to fly to Louisiana, if not to meet this man face-to-face.


  Even now, he cannot tell himself what is going to happen. He has spent his life guided by principle and rules—in the Navy, as a cop, as an unrequited lover. But rules only work when everyone plays by them. What happens when someone doesn’t, and the fallout bleeds right into his life? What’s stronger—the need to uphold the law, or the motive to turn one’s back on it?


  It has been shattering for Patrick to realize that the criminal mind is not all that far away from that of a rational man. It comes down, really, to the power of a craving. Addicts will sell their own bodies for another gram of coke. Arsonists will put their own lives in danger to feel something go up in flames around them. Patrick has always believed, as an officer of the law, he is above this driving need. But what if your obsession has nothing to do with drugs or thrills or money? What if what you want most in the world is to recapture the way life was a week, a month, a year ago—and you are willing to do whatever it takes?


  This was Nina’s error; she wrongly equated stopping time with turning it backward. And he couldn’t even blame her, because he’d made the same mistake, every time he was in her company.


  The question Patrick knew he should be asking was not what he would do for Nina... but what he wouldn’t.


  The flight attendant pushes the beverage cart like a baby carriage, braking beside Patrick’s row. “What can I get for you?” she asks. Her smile reminds him of Nathaniel’s Halloween mask from last year.


  “Tomato juice. No ice.”


  The man sitting beside Patrick folds his newspaper. “Tomato juice and vodka,” he says, grinning through his thick Texan drawl. “Yes, ice.”


  They both take a sip of their drinks as the flight attendant moves on. The man glances down at his newspaper and shakes his head. “Ought to fry the sumbitch,” he mutters.


  “Excuse me?”


  “Oh, it’s this murder case. Y’all must have heard about it... there’s some fool who wants an eleventh hour pardon from death row because she’s found Jesus. Truth is, the governor’s afraid to give her the cocktail because she’s a woman.”


  Patrick has always been in favor of capital punishment. But he hears himself say, “Seems reasonable.”


  “Guess you’re one of those Yankee left-wingers,” the man scoffs. “Me, I think it don’t matter if you’ve got a pecker or not. You shoot someone in the back of the head at a convenience store, you pay the price. You know?” He shrugs, then finishes his drink. “You flying out on business or pleasure?”


  “Business.”


  “Me, too. I’m in sales. Hav-A-Heart traps,” he confides, as if this is privileged information.


  “I’m a lawyer with the ACLU,” Patrick lies. “I’m flying down to plead that woman’s case to the governor.”


  The salesman goes red in the face. “Well. I didn’t mean no disrespect—”


  “Like hell you didn’t.”


  He folds his newspaper again, and stuffs it into the seat pocket in front of him. “Even you bleeding hearts can’t save them all.”


  “One,” Patrick answers. “That’s all I’m hoping for.”


  •••


  There is a woman wearing my clothes and my skin and my smell but it isn’t me. Sin is like ink, it bleeds into a person, coloring, making you someone other than you used to be. And it’s indelible. Try as much as you want, you cannot get yourself back.


  Words can’t pull me back from the edge. Neither can daylight. This isn’t something to get over, it is an atmosphere I need to learn to breathe. Grow gills for transgression, take it into my lungs with every gasp.


  It is a startling thing. I wonder who this person is, going through the motions of my life. I want to take her hand.


  And then I want to push her, hard, off a cliff.


  •••


  Patrick finds himself peeling off layers of clothing as he walks through the streets of Belle Chasse, Louisiana, past wrought-iron gates and ivy-trellised courtyards. Christmas looks wrong in this climate; the decorations seem to be sweating in the humid heat. He wonders how a Louisiana boy like Glen Szyszynski ever survived so far north.


  But he already knows the answer. Growing up among Cajuns and the Creoles wasn’t all that far a stretch from tending to the Acadians in his parish. The proof of that rests in his breast pocket, public records copied by a clerk at the Louisiana Vital Records Registry in New Orleans. Arthur Gwynne, born 10/23/43 to Cecilia Marquette Gwynne and her husband, Alexander Gwynne. Four years later, the marriage of Cecelia Marquette Gwynne, widowed, to Teodor Szyszynski. And in 1951, the birth of Glen.


  Half-brothers.


  Szyszynski’s will was last revised in 1994; it is entirely possible that Arthur Gwynne is no longer a member of the Belle Chasse community. But it is a starting point. Priests don’t go unnoticed in a predominantly Catholic town; if Gwynne had any contact at all with his neighbors, Patrick knows he can pick up a paper trail and track his whereabouts from there. To this end, there is another clue in his pocket, one ripped from the rear of a phone book. Churches. The largest one is Our Lady of Mercy.


  He doesn’t let himself think what he will do with the information, once he gets it.


  Patrick turns the corner, and the cathedral comes into view. He jogs up the stone steps and enters the nave. Immediately in front of him is a pool of Holy Water. Flickering candles cast waves on the walls, and the reflection from a stained-glass window bleeds a brilliant puddle on the mosaic floor. Above the altar, a cypress carving of Jesus on the cross looms like an omen.


  It smells of Catholicism: beeswax and starch and darkness and peace, all of which bring Patrick back to his youth. He finds himself unconsciously making the sign of the cross as he slides into a pew at the rear of the building.


  Four women nod their heads in prayer, their faith settling softly around them, like the skirts of Confederate belles. Another sobs quietly into her hands while a priest comforts her in whispers. Patrick waits patiently, running his hands along the bright, polished wood and whistling under his breath.


  Suddenly the hair stands up on the back of his neck. Walking along the lip of the pew behind him is a cat. Its tail strokes Patrick on the nape again, and he lets out his breath in a rush. “You scared the hell out of me,” he murmurs, and then glances at the carving of Jesus. “The heck,” he amends.


  The cat blinks at him, then leaps with grace into the arms of the priest who has come up beside Patrick. “You know better,” the priest scolds.


  It takes Patrick a moment to realize the cleric is speaking to his kitten. “Excuse me. I’m trying to locate a Father Arthur Gwynne.”


  “Well.” The man smiles. “You found me.”


  •••


  Every time Nathaniel tries to see his mother, she’s sleeping. Even when it’s light outside; even when it’s time for Franklin on Nickelodeon. Leave her alone, his father says. It’s what she wants. But Nathaniel doesn’t think that’s what his mother wants at all. He thinks about how sometimes in the middle of the night he wakes up dreaming of spiders under his skin and screams that don’t go away, and the only thing that keeps him from running out of the room is how dark it is and how far it seems from his bed to the door.


  “We have to do something,” Nathaniel tells his father, after it has been three days, and his mother is still asleep.


  But his father’s face squeezes up at the top, like it does when Nathaniel is yelling too loud while he’s having his hair washed and the sound bounces around the bathroom. “There’s nothing we can do,” he tells Nathaniel.


  It’s not true. Nathaniel knows this. So when his father goes outside to put the trash cans at the end of the driveway (Two minutes, Nathaniel... you can sit here and be good for two minutes, can’t you?) Nathaniel waits until he can no longer hear the scratch-drag on the gravel and then bolts upstairs to his bedroom. He overturns his garbage can to use as a stool and takes what he needs from his dresser. He twists the knob to his parents’ room quietly, tiptoes inside as if the floor is made of cotton.


  It takes two tries to turn on the reading lamp near his mother’s side of the bed, and then Nathaniel crawls on top of the covers. His mother isn’t there at all, just the great swollen shape under the blankets that doesn’t even move when he calls her name. He pokes at it, frowns. Then he pulls away the sheet.


  The Thing That Isn’t His Mother moans and squints in the sudden light.


  Her hair is wild and matted, like the brown sheep at the petting zoo. Her eyes look like they’ve fallen too deep in her face, and grooves run the length of her mouth. She smells of sadness. She blinks once at Nathaniel, as if he might be something she remembers but can’t quite fish to the front of her mind. Then she pulls the blankets over her head again and rolls away from him.


  “Mommy?” Nathaniel whispers, because this place cries for quiet. “Mommy, I know what you need.”


  Nathaniel has been thinking about it, and he remembers what it felt like to be stuck in a dark, dark place and not be able to explain it. And he also remembers what she did, back then, for him. So he takes the sign-language binder he got from Dr. Robichaud and slips it under the blankets, into his mother’s hands.


  He holds his breath while her hands trace the edges and rifle through the pages. There is a sound Nathaniel has never heard before—like the world opening up at the start of an earthquake, or maybe a heart breaking—and the binder slips from beneath the sheets, cracking open onto the floor. Suddenly the comforter rises like the hinged jaw of a white whale and he finds himself swallowed whole.


  Then he is in the spot where he put the sign-language book, smack in the middle of her arms. She holds him so tight there is no room for words between them, spoken or signed. And it doesn’t matter one bit, because Nathaniel understands exactly what his mother is telling him.


  •••


  Christ, I think, wincing. Turn off the lights.


  But Fisher starts laying out papers and briefs on the blankets, as if it is every day that he conducts meetings with a client too exhausted to leave her bedroom. Then again, what do I know? Maybe he does.


  “Go away,” I moan.


  “Bottom line: He had a bone marrow transplant,” Fisher says briskly. “You shot the wrong priest. So we need to figure out how to use that to our best advantage and get you off.” Before he remembers to check himself, his eyes meet mine, and he cannot hide it: the shock and, yes, distaste of seeing me like this. Unwashed, undressed, uncaring.


  Yes, look, Fisher, I think. Now you don’t have to pretend I’m crazy.


  I roll onto my side, and some of the papers flutter off the edge of the bed. “You don’t have to play this game with me, Nina,” Fisher sighs. “You hired me so that you won’t go to jail, and goddammit, you’re not going to jail.” He pauses, as if he is about to tell me something important, but what he says doesn’t matter at all. “I’ve already filed the paperwork requesting a jury, but you know, we can waive it at the last minute.” His eyes take in my nightgown, my tangled hair. “It might be easier to convince one person that... that you were insane.”


  I pull the covers over my head.


  “We got the report back from O’Brien. You did a nice job, Nina. I’ll leave it for you to look over...”


  In the dark under here, I begin to hum, so that I can’t hear him.


  “Well.”


  I stick my fingers in my ears.


  “I don’t think there’s anything else.” I feel a commotion to my left as he gathers his files. “I’ll be in touch after Christmas.” He begins to walk away from me, his expensive shoes striking the carpet like rumors.


  I have killed a man; I have killed a man. This has become a part of me, like the color of my eyes or the birthmark on my right shoulder blade. I have killed a man, and nothing I do can take that away.


  I pull the covers down from my face just as he reaches the door. “Fisher,” I say, the first word I’ve spoken in days.


  He turns, smiles.


  “I’m taking the stand.”


  That smile vanishes. “No you’re not.”


  “I am.”


  He approaches the bed again. “If you take the stand, Brown is going to rip you to shreds. If you take the stand, even I can’t help you.”


  I stare at him, unblinking, for a lifetime. “So?” I say.


  •••


  “Someone wants to talk to you,” Caleb announces, and he drops the portable phone on the bed. When I don’t bother to reach for it, Caleb seems to think twice. “It’s Patrick,” he adds.


  Once, on a trip to the beach, I let Nathaniel bury me in the sand. It took so long that the hills enclosing my legs—the spot where he’d started—had dried and hardened. The weight of the beach pressed down on my chest, and I remember feeling claustrophobic as his small hands built a dune around me. When I finally did move, I was a Titan, rising from the earth with enough leashed power to topple gods.


  Now, I watch my hand crawl across the covers toward the phone, and I cannot stop it. As it turns out, there is one thing strong enough to seduce me away from my careful paralysis and self-pity—the possibility of action. And even though I have looked the consequences right in their yellow-wolf eyes, it turns out I am still addicted. Hello, my name is Nina, and I need to know where he is.


  “Patrick?” I press the receiver to my ear.


  “I found him. Nina, he’s in Louisiana. A town called Belle Chasse. He’s a priest.”


  All my breath leaves my lungs in a rush. “You arrested him.”


  There is a hesitation. “No.”


  As I sit up, the covers fall away. “Did you...” I cannot finish. There is a part of me hoping so hard that he will tell me something horrible, something I desperately want to hear. And there is another part of me hoping that whatever I have turned into has not poisoned him too.


  “I talked to the guy. But I couldn’t let him know I was onto him, or that I was even from Maine. You remember going through this at the beginning, with Nathaniel—tip off a molester and he’s going to run, and we’ll never get a confession. Gwynne’s even more cagey, because he knows his half-brother was killed due to an allegation of child sexual abuse that he committed himself.” Patrick hesitates. “So instead I said I was getting married and looking for a church for the ceremony. It was the first thing that came to mind.”


  Tears spring to my eyes. He was within Patrick’s grasp, and still nothing has happened. “Arrest him. For God’s sake, Patrick, get off this phone and run back there—”


  “Nina, stop. I’m not a cop in Louisiana. The crime didn’t happen here. I need an arrest warrant in Maine before I can get a fugitive charge lodged against Gwynne in Louisiana, and even then, he might fight extradition.” He hesitates. “And what do you imagine my boss will say when he finds out I’m using my shield to dig up information about a case that I haven’t even been assigned to?”


  “But Patrick... you found him.”


  “I know. And he’s going to be punished.” There is a silence. “Just not today.”


  He asks me if I am all right, and I lie to him. How can I be all right? I am back where I started. Except now, after I am tried for the murder of an innocent man, Nathaniel will be embroiled in another trial. While I sit in jail, he’ll have to face his abuser, drag back the nightmare. Nathaniel will suffer; he will hurt.


  Patrick says good-bye, and I hang up the phone. I stare at the receiver in my hand for a minute, rub the edge of the smooth plastic.


  The first time, I had much more to lose.


  •••


  “What are you doing?”


  My head pops through the turtleneck to find Caleb standing in the bedroom. “What does it look like I’m doing?” I button my jeans. Stuff my feet into my clogs.


  “Patrick got you out of bed,” he says, and there is a note in his voice that strikes off-chord.


  “Patrick gave me information that got me out of bed,” I correct. I try to move around Caleb, but he blocks my exit. “Please. I have to go somewhere.”


  “Nina, you’re not going anywhere. The bracelet.”


  I look at my husband’s face. There are lines on his brow I cannot remember seeing; with no small shock I realize I have put them there.


  I owe him this.


  So I put my hand on his arm, lead him to the bed, have him sit beside me on the edge. “Patrick found the name of the bone marrow donor. He’s the priest that came to visit St. Anne’s this October. The one with the cat. His name is Arthur Gwynne, and he works at a church in Belle Chasse, Louisiana.”


  Caleb’s face goes pale. “Why... why are you telling me this?”


  Because the first time, I acted alone, when I should have at least told you my plans. Because when they ask you in court, you will not have to testify. “Because,” I say, “it’s not finished yet.”


  He reels back. “Nina. No.” I get up, but he catches my wrist, pulls me up close to his face. My arm, twisted, hurts. “What are you gonna do? Break your house arrest to go kill another priest? One life sentence isn’t enough for you?”


  “They have the death penalty in Louisiana,” I shoot back.


  My response is a guillotine, severing us. Caleb releases me so quickly I stumble and fall onto the floor. “Is that what you want?” he asks quietly. “Are you that selfish?”


  “Selfish?” By now I am crying, hard. “I’m doing this for our son.”


  “You’re doing this for yourself, Nina. If you were thinking of Nathaniel, even a little, you’d concentrate on being his mother. You’d get out of bed and get on with your life and let the legal system deal with Gwynne.”


  “The legal system. You want me to wait for the courts to get around to charging this bastard? While he rapes ten, twenty other children? And then wait some more while the governors of our states fight over who gets the honor of holding his trial? And then wait again while Nathaniel testifies against the son of a bitch? And watch Gwynne get a sentence that ends before our son even stops having nightmares about what was done to him?” I draw in a long, shaky breath. “There’s your legal system, Caleb. Is it worth waiting for?”


  When he doesn’t answer, I get to my feet. “I’m already going to prison for killing a man. I don’t have a life anymore. But Nathaniel can.”


  “You want your son to grow up without you?” Caleb’s voice breaks. “Let me save you the trouble.”


  Standing abruptly, he leaves the bedroom, calling Nathaniel’s name. “Hey, buddy,” I hear him say. “We’re going on an adventure.”


  My hands and feet go numb. But I manage to get to Nathaniel’s bedroom, and find Caleb haphazardly stuffing clothes into a Batman knapsack. “What... what are you doing?”


  “What does it look like I’m doing?” Caleb replies, an echo of my own earlier words.


  Nathaniel jumps up and down on his bed. His hair flies to the sides like silk. “You can’t take him away from me.”


  Caleb zips shut the bag. “Why not? You were willing to take yourself away from him.” He turns to Nathaniel, forces a smile. “You ready?” he asks, and Nathaniel leaps into his outstretched arm.


  “Bye, Mommy!” he crows. “We’re on an adventure!”


  “I know.” Smiling is hard, with this knot in my throat. “I heard.”


  Caleb carries him past me. There is the thunder of footsteps on the stairs, and the definitive slam of a door. The engine of Caleb’s truck, revving and reversing down the driveway. Then it is so quiet I can hear my own misgivings, small susurrations in the air around me.


  I sink onto Nathaniel’s bed, into sheets that smell of crayons and gingerbread. The fact of the matter is, I cannot leave this house. The moment I do, police cars will come screaming up behind me. I will be arrested before I ever board a plane.


  Caleb has succeeded; he’s stopped me from doing what I so badly want to.


  Because he knows if I do walk out that door now, I won’t go after Arthur Gwynne at all. I’ll be searching for my son.


  •••


  Three days later Caleb has not called me. I have tried every hotel and motel in the area, but if he is staying at one, it’s not under his own name. It’s Christmas Eve, though, and surely they will come back. Caleb is a big one for having holiday traditions, and to this end I have wrapped all of Nathaniel’s Christmas presents—ones I’ve stored in the attic all year. From the dwindling supply of food in the refrigerator I have cooked a chicken and made celery soup; I have set the table with our fancy wedding china.


  I have cleaned up, too, because I want Caleb to notice that the moment he walks through the door. Maybe if he sees a difference on the outside, he will understand that I’m different within, too. My hair is coiled into a French twist, and I’m wearing black velvet pants and a red blouse. In my ears are the present Nathaniel gave me last Christmas—little snowman earrings made from Sculpy clay.


  And yet, this is all just a surface glaze. My eyes are ringed with circles—I have not slept since they left, as if this is some kind of cosmic punishment for dozing away the days when we were all together. I walk the halls at night, trying to find the spots in the carpet that have been worn down by Nathaniel’s running feet. I stare at old photographs. I haunt my own home.


  We have no tree, because I wasn’t able to go out to chop one down. It’s a tradition for us to walk our property the Saturday before Christmas and pick one out as a family. But then, we have not been much of a family this holiday season.


  By four P.M. I’ve lit candles and put on a Christmas CD. I sit with my hands folded in my lap and wait.


  It’s something I’m working on.


  At four-thirty, it begins to snow. I rearrange all of Nathaniel’s presents in size order. I wonder if there will be enough of an accumulation for him to sled down the back hill on the Flexible Flyer that stands propped against the wall, festooned with a bow.


  Ten minutes later, I hear the heavy chug of a truck coming down the driveway. I leap to my feet, take one last nervous look around, and throw open the door with a bright smile. The UPS man, weary and dusted with snowflakes, stands on my porch with a package. “Nina Frost?” he asks in a monotone.


  I take the parcel as he wishes me a Merry Christmas. Inside, on the couch, I tear it open. A leather-bound desk calendar for the year 2002, stamped on the inner cover with the name of Fisher’s law office. HAPPY HOLIDAYS from Carrington, Whitcomb, Horoby, and Platt, Esqs. “This will come in so handy,” I say aloud, “after I’m sentenced.”


  When the stars shyly push through the night sky, I turn off the stereo. I look out the window, watch the driveway get erased by snow.


  •••


  Even before Patrick got his divorce, he’d sign up to work on Christmas. Sometimes, he even does double shifts. The calls most often bring him to the homes of the elderly, reporting a strange bump or a suspicious car that’s disappeared by the time Patrick arrives. What these people want is the company on a night when no one else is alone.


  “Merry Christmas,” he says, backing away from the home of Maisie Jenkins, eighty-two years old, a recent widow.


  “God bless,” she calls back, and goes into a home as empty as the one that Patrick is about to return to.


  He could go visit Nina, but surely Caleb has brought Nathaniel back for the night. No, Patrick wouldn’t interrupt that. Instead he gets into his car and drives down the slick streets of Biddeford. Christmas lights glitter like jewels on porches, inside windows, as if the world has been strewn with an embarrassment of riches. Cruising slowly, he imagines children asleep. What the hell are sugar plums, anyway?


  Suddenly, a bright blur barrels across the range of Patrick’s headlights, and he brakes hard. He steers into the skid and avoids hitting the person who’s run across the road. Getting out of the car, he rushes to the side of the fallen man. “Sir,” Patrick asks, “are you all right?”


  The man rolls over. He is dressed in a Santa suit, and alcohol fumes rise from his phony cotton beard. “St. Nick, to you, boyo. Get it straight.”


  Patrick helps him sit up. “Did you hurt anything?”


  “Lay off.” Santa struggles away from him. “I could sue you.”


  “For not hitting you? I doubt it.”


  “Reckless operation of a vehicle. You’re probably drunk.”


  At that, Patrick laughs. “As opposed to you?”


  “I haven’t had a drop!”


  “Okay, Santa.” Patrick hauls him to his feet. “You got somewhere to call home?”


  “I gotta get my sleigh.”


  “Sure you do.” With a bracing arm, he steers the man toward his cruiser.


  “The reindeer, they chew up the shingles if I leave them too long.”


  “Of course.”


  “I’m not getting in there. I’m not finished yet, you know.”


  Patrick opens the rear door. “I’ll take the chance, Pop. Go on. I’ll take you down to a nice warm bunk to sleep this off.”


  Santa shakes his head. “My old lady’ll kill me.”


  “Mrs. Claus will get over it.”


  His smile fades as he looks at Patrick. “C’mon, officer. Cut me a little slack. You know what it’s like to go home to a woman you love, who just wishes you’d stay the hell away?”


  Patrick ducks him into the car, with maybe a little too much force. No, he doesn’t know what it’s like. He can’t get past the first part of that sentence: You know what it’s like to go home to a woman you love?


  By the time he gets to the station, Santa is unconscious, and has to be hauled into the building by Patrick and the desk officer. Patrick punches out on the clock, gets into his own truck. But instead of driving home, he heads in the opposite direction, past Nina’s house. Just to make sure everything’s all right. It is something he has not done with regularity since the year he returned to Biddeford, when Nina and Caleb were already married. He would drive by on the graveyard shift and see all the lights out, save the one in their bedroom. An extra dose of security, or so he told himself back then.


  Years later, he still doesn’t believe it.


  •••


  It is supposed to be a big deal, Nathaniel knows. Not only does he get to stay up extra late on Christmas Eve, but he can open as many presents as he wants, which is all of them. And they’re staying in a real live old castle, in a whole new country called Canada.


  Their room at this castle-hotel has a fireplace in it, and a bird that looks real but is dead. Stuffed, that’s what his father called it, and maybe it did look like it had eaten too much, although Nathaniel doesn’t think you can die from that. There are two huge beds and the kinds of pillows that squinch when you lie on them, instead of popping right back.


  Everyone talks a different language, one Nathaniel doesn’t understand, and that makes him think of his mother.


  He has opened a remote-control truck, a stuffed kangaroo, a helicopter. Matchbox cars in so many colors it makes him dizzy. Two computer games and a tiny pinball machine he can hold in his hand. The room is littered with wrapping paper, which his father is busy feeding into the mouth of the fire.


  “That’s some haul,” he muses, smiling at Nathaniel.


  His father has been letting Nathaniel call the shots. To that end, they got to play at a fort the whole day, and ride up and down a cable car, the funsomething, Nathaniel forgets. They went to a restaurant with a big moose head mounted outside and Nathaniel got to order five desserts. They went back to the room and opened their presents, saving their stockings for tomorrow. They have done everything Nathaniel has asked, which never happens when he is at home.


  “So,” his father says. “What’s next?”


  But all Nathaniel wants to do is make it the way it used to be.


  •••


  The doorbell rings at eleven, and it’s a Christmas tree. Then Patrick’s face pokes through the branches, from behind the enormous balsam. “Hi,” he says.


  My face feels rubbery, this smile strange upon it. “Hi.”


  “I brought you a tree.”


  “I noticed.” Stepping back, I let him into the house. He props the tree against the wall, needles raining down around our feet. “Caleb’s truck isn’t here.”


  “Neither’s Caleb. Or Nathaniel.”


  Patrick’s eyes darken. “Oh, Nina. Christ, I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be.” I give him my best grin. “I have a tree now. And someone to help me eat Christmas Eve dinner.”


  “Why, Miz Maurier, I’d be delighted.” At the same moment, we realize Patrick’s mistake—calling me by my maiden name, the name by which he first knew me. But neither one of us bothers to make the correction.


  “Come on in. I’ll get the food out of the fridge.”


  “In a second.” He runs out to his car, and returns with several Wal-Mart shopping bags. Some are tied with ribbons. “Merry Christmas.” An afterthought, he leans forward and kisses me on the cheek.


  “You smell like bourbon.”


  “That would be Santa,” Patrick says. “I had the unparalleled pleasure of sticking St. Nick in a cell to sleep off a good drunk.” As he talks, he starts unpacking the bags. Cracker Jacks, Cheetos, Chex Mix. Non-alcoholic champagne. “There wasn’t much open,” he apologizes.


  Picking up the fake champagne, I turn it over in my hands. “Not even gonna let me get trashed, huh?”


  “Not if it gets you busted.” Patrick meets my gaze. “You know the rules, Nina.”


  And because he has always known what is right for me, I follow him into the living room, where we set up the tree in the empty stand. We light a fire, and then hang ornaments from boxes I keep tucked in the attic. “I remember this one,” Patrick says, pulling out a delicate glass teardrop with a figurine inside. “There used to be two.”


  “And then you sat on one.”


  “I thought your mother was going to kill me.”


  “I think she would have, but you were already bleeding—”


  Patrick bursts out laughing. “And you kept pointing at me, and saying, ‘He’s cut on the butt.’” He hangs the teardrop on the tree, at chest level. “I’ll have you know, there’s still a scar.”


  “Yeah, right.”


  “Wanna see?”


  He is joking, his eyes sparkling. But all the same, I have to pretend I am busy with something else.


  When we are finished, we sit down on the couch and eat cold chicken and Chex Mix. Our shoulders brush, and I remember how we used to fall asleep on the floating dock in the town swimming pond, the sun beating down on our faces and chests and heating our skin to the same exact temperature. Patrick puts the other Wal-Mart bags beneath the tree. “You have to promise me you’ll wait till the morning to open them.”


  It strikes me then; he is going.


  “But the snow...”


  He shrugs. “Four-wheel drive. I’ll be fine.”


  I twirl my glass, so that the fake champagne swirls inside. “Please,” I say, that’s all. It was bad enough, before. Now that Patrick’s been here, his voice filling the living room, his body spanning the space beside mine, it will seem that much emptier when he leaves.


  “It’s already tomorrow.” Patrick points to the clock: 12:14 A.M. “Merry Christmas.” He pushes one of the plastic bags into my lap.


  “But I haven’t gotten you anything.” I do not say what I am thinking: that in all the years since Patrick has returned to Biddeford, he has not given me a Christmas gift. He brings presents for Nathaniel, but there is an unspoken agreement between us—anything more would be tightrope-walking on a line of propriety.


  “Just open it.”


  Inside the first Wal-Mart bag is a pup tent. Inside the second, a flashlight and a brand-new game of Clue. A smile darts across Patrick’s face. “Now’s your chance to beat me, not that you can.”


  Delighted, I grin right back. “I’m going to whip you.” We pull the tent out of its protective pouch and erect it in front of the Christmas tree. There is barely room enough for two, and yet we both crawl inside. “Tents have gotten smaller, I think.”


  “No, we’ve gotten bigger.” Patrick sets up the game board between our crossed legs. “I’m even going to let you go first.”


  “You’re a prince among men,” I say, and we start to play. Each roll of the die reverses a year, until it is easy to imagine that the snow outside is a field of Queen Anne’s lace; that this tournament is life-or-death; that the world is no larger than Patrick and me and a backyard campsite. Our knees bump hard and our laughter fills the tiny vinyl pyramid. The winking strand on the Christmas tree, out there, might be lightning bugs. The flames behind us, a bonfire. Patrick takes me back, and that is the best present I could ever receive.


  He wins, by the way. It is Miss Scarlett, in the library, with the wrench.


  “I demand a rematch,” I announce.


  Patrick has to catch his breath; he’s laughing that hard. “How many years did you go to college?”


  “Shut up, Patrick, and start over.”


  “No way. I’m quitting while I’m ahead. By—what is it?—three hundred games?”


  I grab for his game piece, but he holds it out of my reach. “You’re such a pain in the ass,” I say.


  “And you’re a sore loser.” He jerks his hand higher, and in an effort to reach it, I knock the board sideways and overturn the tent as well. We go down in a tumble of vinyl and Clue cards and land on our sides, cramped and tangled. “Next time I buy you a tent,” Patrick says, smiling, “I’m springing for the next size up.”


  My hand falls onto his cheek, and he goes absolutely still. His pale eyes fix on mine, a dare. “Patrick,” I whisper. “Merry Christmas.” And I kiss him.


  Almost as quickly he jerks away from me. I can’t even look at him, now. I cannot believe that I have done this. But then his hand curves around my jaw, and he kisses me back as if he is pouring his soul into me. We bump teeth and noses, we scratch and we scrape, and through this we do not break apart. The ASL sign for friends: two index fingers, locked at the first knuckles.


  Somehow we fall out of the tent. The fire is hot on the right side of my face, and Patrick’s fingers are wrapped in my hair. This is bad, I know this is bad, but there is a place in me for him. It feels like he was first, before anyone else. And I think, not for the first time, that what is immoral is not always wrong.


  Drawing back on my elbows, I stare down at him. “Why did you get divorced?”


  “Why do you think?” he answers softly.


  I unbutton my blouse and then, blushing, pull it together again. Patrick covers my hands with his own and slides the sheer sleeves down. Then he pulls off his shirt, and I touch my fingers lightly to his chest, traveling a landscape that is not Caleb.


  “Don’t let him in,” Patrick begs, because he has always been able to think my thoughts. I kiss across his nipples, down the arrow of black hair that disappears beneath his trousers. My hands work at the belt, until I am holding him in my hands. Shifting lower, I take him into my mouth.


  In an instant he has yanked me up by the hair, crushed me to his chest. His heart is beating so fast, a summons. “Sorry,” he breathes into my shoulder. “Too much. All of you, it’s too much.”


  After a moment, he tastes his way down me. I try not to think of my soft belly, my stretch marks, my flaws. These are the things you do not have to worry about, in a marriage. “I’m not... you know.”


  “You’re not what?” His words are a puff of breath between my legs.


  “Patrick.” I yank at his hair. But his finger slides inside, and I am falling. He rises over me, holds me close, fits. We move as if we have been doing this forever. Then Patrick rears back, pulls out, and comes between us.


  It binds us, skin to skin, a viscous guilt.


  “I couldn’t—”


  “I know.” I touch my fingers to his lips.


  “Nina.” His eyes drift shut. “I love you.”


  “I know that too.” That is all I can allow myself to say, now. I touch the slope of his shoulders, the line of his spine. I try to commit this to memory.


  “Nina.” Patrick hides a grin in the hollow of my neck. “I’m still better at Clue.”


  He falls asleep in my embrace, and I watch him. That’s when I tell him what I cannot manage to tell anyone else. I make a fist, the letter S, and move it in a circle over his heart. It is the truest way I know to say I’m sorry.


  •••


  Patrick wakes up when the sun is a live wire at the line of the horizon. He touches his hand to Nina’s shoulder, and then to his own chest, just to make sure this is real. He lies back, stares into the glowing coals of the fireplace, and tries to wish away morning.


  But it will come, and with it, all the explanations. And in spite of the fact that he knows Nina better than she knows herself, he is not sure which excuse she will choose. She has made a living out of judging people’s misdeeds. Yet no matter what argument she uses, it will all sound the same to him: This should not have happened; this was a mistake.


  There is only one thing Patrick wants to hear on her lips, and that is his own name.


  Anything else—well, it would just chip away at this, and Patrick wants to hold the night intact. So he gently slides his arm out from beneath the sweet weight of Nina’s head. He kisses her temple, he breathes deeply of her. He lets go of her, before she has a chance to let go of him.


  •••


  The tent, standing upright, is the first thing I see. The second is the absence of Patrick. Sometime during that incredible, deep sleep, he left me.


  It is probably better this way.


  By the time I’ve cleaned up our feast from the previous night and showered, I have nearly convinced myself that this is true. But I cannot imagine seeing Patrick again without picturing him leaning over me, his black hair brushing my face. And I don’t think that the peace inside me, spread like honey in my blood, can be chalked up to Christmas.


  Forgive me Father, for I have sinned.


  But have I? Does Fate ever play by the rules? There is a gulf as wide as an ocean between should and want, and I am drowning in it.


  The doorbell rings, and I jump up from the couch, hurriedly wiping my eyes. Patrick, maybe back with coffee, or bagels. If he makes the choice to return, I’m absolved of blame. Even if it was what I was wishing for all along.


  But when I open the door, Caleb is standing on the porch, with Nathaniel in front of him. My son’s smile is brighter than the dazzle of snow on the driveway, and for one panicked moment I peer over Caleb’s shoulder to see whether the tracks made by Patrick’s police cruiser have been covered over by the storm. Can you smell transgression, like a perfume deep in the skin? “Mommy!” Nathaniel shouts.


  I lift him high, revel in the straight weight of him. My heart beats like a hummingbird in my throat. “Caleb.”


  He will not look at me. “I’m not staying.”


  This is a mercy visit, then. In minutes, Nathaniel will be gone. I hug him closer.


  “Merry Christmas, Nina,” Caleb says. “I’ll pick him up tomorrow.” He nods at me, then walks off the porch. Nathaniel chatters, his excitement wrapping us tighter as the truck pulls away. I study the footprints Caleb has left in the snowy driveway as if they are clues, the unlikely proof of a ghost that comes and goes.


  


  III


  Our virtues are most frequently but vices disguised.


  —François, Duc de La Rochefoucauld


  


  Today in school Miss Lydia gave us a special snack.


  First, we had a piece of lettuce with a raisin on it. This was an egg.


  Then we had a string cheese caterpillar.


  Next came a chrysalis, a grape.


  The last part was a piece of cinnamon bread, cookie-cuttered into the body of a butterfly.


  After, we went outside and set free the monarchs that had been born in our classroom. One landed on my wrist. It looked different now, but I just knew this was the same caterpillar I found a week before and gave to Miss Lydia. Then it flew into the sun.


  Sometimes things change so fast it makes my throat hurt from the inside out.


  SEVEN


  When I was four I found a caterpillar on my bedroom windowsill and decided to save its life. I made my mother take me to the library so that I could look it up in a Field guide. I punched pinholes in the top of a jar; I gave it grass and leaves and a tiny thimbleful of water. My mother said that if I didn’t let the caterpillar go, it would die, but I was convinced I knew better. Out in the world, it could be run over by a truck. It could be scorched by the sun. My protection would stack the odds.


  I changed its food and water religiously. I sang to it when the sun went down. And on the third day, in spite of my best intentions, that caterpillar died.


  Years later, it is happening all over again.


  “No,” I tell Fisher. We have stopped walking; the cold January air is a cobra charmed up the folds of my coat. I thrust the paper back at him, as if holding my son’s name out of sight might keep it from being on the witness list at all.


  “Nina, it’s not your decision,” he says gently. “Nathaniel’s going to have to testify.”


  “Quentin Brown’s just doing this to get to me. He wants me to watch Nathaniel have a relapse in court so maybe I’ll snap again, this time in front of a judge and a jury.” Tears freeze on the tips of my eyelashes. I want it over, now. It was why I had murdered a man—because I thought that would stop this boulder from rolling on and on; because if the defendant was gone then my son would not have to sit on a witness stand and recount the worst thing that had ever happened to him. I wanted Nathaniel to be able to close this godawful chapter—and so, ironically, I didn’t.


  But even this great sacrifice—of the priest’s life, of my own future—has not done what it was supposed to.


  Nathaniel and Caleb have kept their distance since Christmas, but every few days Caleb brings him to the house to spend a few hours with me. I don’t know how Caleb has explained our living arrangements to Nathaniel. Maybe he says I am too sick to take care of a child, or too sad; and maybe either of these are true. One thing is certain—it is not in Nathaniel’s best interests to watch me plan for my own punishment. There is already too much he’s witnessed.


  I know the name of the motel where they are staying, and sometimes, when I feel particularly courageous, I call. But Caleb always answers the phone, and either we have nothing to say to each other, or there are so many words clogging the wires between us that none of them fall forward.


  Nathaniel, though, is doing well. When he comes to the house, he is smiling. He sings songs for me that Miss Lydia has taught the class. He no longer jumps when you come up behind him and touch his shoulder.


  All of this progress, and it will be erased at a competency hearing.


  In the park behind us, a toddler lies on his back making a snow angel. The problem with one of those is that you have to ruin it when you stand up. No matter what, there is always a footprint binding you to the ground. “Fisher,” I say simply, “I’m going to jail.”


  “You don’t—”


  “Fisher. Please.” I touch his arm. “I can handle that. I even believe that it’s what I deserve, because of what I did. But I killed a man for one reason and one reason only—to keep Nathaniel from being hurt any more. I don’t want him to think about what happened to him ever again. If Quentin wants to punish someone, he can punish me. But Nathaniel, he’s off limits.”


  He sighs. “Nina, I’ll do the best I can—”


  “You don’t understand,” I interrupt. “That’s not good enough.”


  •••


  Because Judge Neal hails from Portland, he doesn’t have chambers at the Alfred Superior Court, so he’s been given another judge’s lair to borrow for the duration of my trial. Judge McIntyre, however, spends his free time hunting. To this end, the small room is decorated with the heads of moose and ten-point bucks, prey that has lost the battle. And me? I think. Will I be next?


  Fisher has filed a motion, and the resulting meeting is being held in private chambers to prevent the media from getting involved. “Judge, this is so outrageous,” he says, “that I can’t begin to express my absolute chagrin. The state has Father Szyszynski’s death on videotape. What possible need do they have for this child to testify to anything?”


  “Mr. Brown?” the judge prompts.


  “Your Honor, the alleged rationale for the murder was the boy’s psychiatric condition at the time, and the fact that the defendant believed her son had been the victim of molestation at the hands of Father Szyszynski. The state has learned that, in fact, this is not the truth. It’s important that the jury get to hear what Nathaniel actually told his mother before she went out and killed this man.”


  The judge shakes his head. “Mr. Carrington, it’s going to be very difficult for me to quash a subpoena if the state alleges they can make it relevant. Now, once we’re in trial, I may be able to rule that it’s not relevant at all—but as it stands now, this witness’s testimony goes to motive.”


  Fisher tries once again. “If the state will submit a written allegation of what they believe the child’s testimony to be, maybe we can stipulate to it, so that Nathaniel doesn’t have to take the stand.”


  “Mr. Brown, that seems reasonable,” the judge says.


  “I disagree. Having this witness, in the flesh, is critical to my case.”


  There is a moment of surprised silence. “Think twice, counselor,” Judge Neal urges.


  “I have, Your Honor, believe me.”


  Fisher looks at me, and I know exactly what he is about to do. His eyes are dark with sympathy, but he waits for me to nod before he turns to the judge again. “Judge, if the state is going to be this inflexible, then we need a competency hearing. We’re talking about a child who’s been rendered mute twice in the past six weeks.”


  The judge will leap at this compromise, I know. I also know that of all the defense attorneys I’ve seen in action, Fisher is one of the most compassionate toward children during competency hearings. But he won’t be, not this time. Because the best-case scenario, now, is to get the judge to declare Nathaniel not competent, so that he will not have to suffer through a whole trial. And the only way Fisher can do that is to actively try to make Nathaniel fall to pieces.


  •••


  Fisher has kept it to himself, but his personal opinion is that art is beginning to imitate life. That is, his insanity defense for Nina—a complete fabrication at first—is starting to hit quite close to the mark. To keep her from dissolving after the motions hearing this morning, he took her out to lunch in a swanky restaurant, a place where she was less likely to have a breakdown. He had her tell him all the questions the prosecutor would ask Nathaniel on the stand, questions she’d asked child witnesses a thousand times.


  The courthouse is dark now, empty except for the custodial staff, Caleb, Nathaniel, and Fisher. They move down the hall quietly, Nathaniel clutched in his father’s arms.


  “He’s a little nervous,” Caleb says, clearing his throat.


  Fisher ignores the comment. He might as well be walking a tightrope ten thousand feet above the ground. The last thing he wants to do is deal harshly with the boy; but then again, if he’s too solicitous, Nathaniel might feel comfortable enough at the hearing to be declared competent to stand trial. Either way, Nina will have his head.


  Inside the court, Fisher switches on the overhead lights. They hiss, then flood the room with a garish brilliance. Nathaniel burrows closer to his father, his face pressed into the big man’s shoulder. Where is a roll of Tums when you need it?


  “Nathaniel,” Fisher says tersely, “I need you to go sit in that chair. Your father is going to be in the back. He can’t say anything to you, and you can’t say anything to him. You just have to answer my questions. You understand?”


  The boy’s eyes are as wide as the night. He follows Fisher to the witness stand, then scrambles onto the stool that has been placed inside. “Get down for a second.” Fisher reaches inside and takes out the stool, replacing it with a low chair. Now, Nathaniel’s brow does not even clear the lip of the witness stand.


  “I... I can’t see anything,” Nathaniel whispers.


  “You don’t need to.”


  Fisher is about to begin asking practice questions when a sound distracts him—Caleb, methodically gathering every high stool in the courtroom, corralling them near the double doors. “I thought maybe these might be... better off somewhere else. So they’re not around first thing in the morning.” He meets Fisher’s gaze.


  The attorney nods. “The closet. One of the janitors can lock them up.”


  When he turns back to the boy, he has to work to keep a smile off his face.


  •••


  Now Nathaniel knows why Mason always tries to pull out of his collar—this thing called a tie that doesn’t have a bow in it at all is choking his neck. He tugs at it again, only to have his father grab his hand. There are flutters in his stomach, and he’d rather be at school. Here, everyone is going to be staring at him. Here, everyone wants him to talk about things he doesn’t like to say.


  Nathaniel clutches Franklin, his stuffed turtle, more tightly. The closed doors of the courtroom sigh open, and a man who looks like a policeman but isn’t one waves them inside. Nathaniel moves hesitantly down the rolled red tongue of carpet. The room is not as spooky as it was last night in the dark, but he still has the feeling that he is walking into the belly of a whale. His heart begins to tap as fast as rain on a windshield, and he holds his hand up to his chest to keep everyone else from hearing, too.


  His mommy is sitting in the front row. Her eyes are puffy, and before she sees him standing there she wipes them with her fingers. It makes Nathaniel think of all the other times she’s pretended she isn’t crying, says it with a smile, even though there are tears right on her cheeks.


  There is a big man in the front of the room too, with skin the color of chestnuts. It is the same man who was in the supermarket; who made his mother get taken away. His mouth looks like it has been sewn shut.


  The Lawyer sitting next to his mother gets up and walks toward Nathaniel. He does not like the Lawyer. Every time the Lawyer comes to his house, his parents have yelled at each other. And last night, when Nathaniel had been brought here to practice, the Lawyer was downright mean.


  Now, he puts his hand on Nathaniel’s shoulder. “Nathaniel, I know you’re worried about your mommy. I am, too. I want her to be happy again, but there is someone here who doesn’t like your mommy. His name is Mr. Brown. Do you see him over there? The tall man?” Nathaniel nods. “He’s going to ask you some questions. I can’t stop him from doing that. But when you answer them, remember—I’m here to help your mommy. He isn’t.”


  Then he walks Nathaniel to the front of the courtroom. There are more people there than last night—a man wearing a black dress and holding a hammer; another person with hair that stands straight up on his head in little curls; a lady with a typewriter. His mom. And the big man who doesn’t like her. They walk to the little fence-box where Nathaniel had to sit before. He crawls onto the chair that is too low, then folds his hands in his lap.


  The man in the black dress speaks. “Can we get a higher seat for this child?”


  Everyone starts looking left and right. The almost-policeman says what everyone else can see: “There don’t seem to be any around.”


  “What do you mean? We always have extra stools for child witnesses.”


  “Well, I could go to Judge Shea’s courtroom to see if he has any, but there won’t be anybody here to watch the defendant, Your Honor.”


  The man in the dress sighs, then hands Nathaniel a fat book. “Why don’t you sit on my Bible, Nathaniel?”


  He does, wiggling a little, because his bum keeps sliding off. The curly man walks up to him with a smile. “Hi, Nathaniel,” he says.


  Nathaniel doesn’t know if he is supposed to talk yet.


  “I need you to put your hand on the Bible for me.”


  “But I’m sitting on it.”


  The man takes out another Bible, and holds it in front of Nathaniel like a table. “Raise your right hand,” he says, and Nathaniel lifts one arm into the air. “Your other right hand,” the man corrects. “Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?”


  Nathaniel vehemently shakes his head.


  “Is there a problem?” This from the man in the black dress.


  “I’m not supposed to swear,” he whispers.


  His mommy smiles, then, and hiccups out a laugh. Nathaniel thinks it is the prettiest sound he has ever heard.


  “Nathaniel, I’m Judge Neal. I need you to answer some questions for me today. Do you think you can do that?”


  He shrugs.


  “Do you know what a promise is?” When Nathaniel nods, the judge points to the lady who is typing. “I need you to speak out, because that woman is writing down everything we say, and she has to hear you. You think you can talk nice and loud for her?”


  Nathaniel leans forward. And at the top of his lungs, yells, “Yes!”


  “Do you know what a promise is?”


  “Yes!”


  “Do you think you can promise to answer some questions today?”


  “Yes!”


  The judge leans back, wincing a little. “This is Mr. Brown, Nathaniel, and he’s going to talk to you first.”


  Nathaniel looks at the big man, who stands up and smiles. He has white, white teeth. Like a wolf. He is nearly as tall as the ceiling and Nathaniel takes one look at him coming closer and thinks of him hurting his mother and then turning around and biting Nathaniel himself in two.


  He takes a deep breath, and bursts into tears.


  The man stops in his tracks, like he’s lost his balance. “Go away!” Nathaniel shouts. He draws up his knees, and buries his face in them.


  “Nathaniel.” Mr. Brown comes forward slowly, holding out his hand. “I just need to ask you a couple of questions. Is that okay?”


  Nathaniel shakes his head, but he won’t look up. Maybe the big man has laser eyes too, like Cyclops from the X-Men. Maybe he can freeze them with one glance and with the next, make them burst into fire.


  “What’s your turtle’s name?” the big man asks.


  Nathaniel buries Franklin under his knees, so that he won’t have to see the man either. He covers his face with his hands and peeks out, but the man has gotten even closer and this makes Nathaniel turn sideways in the chair, as if he might slip through the slats on the back side of it.


  “Nathaniel,” the man tries again.


  “No,” Nathaniel sobs. “I don’t want to!”


  The man turns away. “Judge. May we approach?”


  Nathaniel peers over the lip of the box he is sitting in and sees his mother. She’s crying too, but then that makes sense. The man wants to hurt her. She must be just as scared of him as Nathaniel is.


  •••


  Fisher has told me not to cry, because I will get kicked out of the room. But I can’t control myself—the tears come as naturally as a blush or a breath. Nathaniel burrows into the wooden chair, all but hidden by the frame of the witness stand. Fisher and Brown walk toward the bench, where the judge is angry enough to be spitting sparks. “Mr. Brown,” he says. “I can’t believe you insisted on taking this so far. You know very well you didn’t need this testimony, and I’m not going to allow psychological mind games to be played in my courtroom. Don’t even think about making an argument to revisit this.”


  “You’re right, Judge,” answers that bastard. “I asked to approach because clearly this child should not have to testify.”


  The judge raps his gavel. “This court rules that Nathaniel Frost is not competent to stand trial. The subpoena is quashed.” He turns to my son. “Nathaniel, you can go on down to your dad.”


  Nathaniel bolts out of the chair and down the steps. I think he is going to run to Caleb, in the back of the courtroom—but instead he rushes straight to me. The force of his body sends my chair scooting back a few inches. Nathaniel wraps his arms around my waist, squeezing free the breath I have not even noticed I am holding.


  I wait until Nathaniel glances up, terrified by the faces in this foreign world—the clerk, the judge, the stenographer, and the prosecutor. “Nathaniel,” I tell him fiercely, drawing his attention. “You were the best witness I could have had.”


  Over his head, I catch Quentin Brown’s eye. And smile.


  •••


  When Patrick met Nathaniel Frost, the child was six months old. Patrick’s first thought was that he looked just like Nina. His second thought was that, right here, in his arms, was the reason they would never be together.


  Patrick made an extra effort to get close to Nathaniel, even though sometimes it was painful enough to make him ache for days after a visit. He’d bring Weed little dolphins to float in the bathtub; Silly Putty; sparklers. For years Patrick had wanted to get under Nina’s skin; Nathaniel, who’d grown below her heart, surely had something to teach him. So he tagged along on hikes, swapping off with Caleb to carry Nathaniel when his legs got tired. He let Nathaniel spin in his desk chair at the station. He even baby-sat for a whole weekend, when Caleb and Nina went away for a relative’s wedding.


  And somewhere along the way, Patrick—who’d loved Nina forever—fell just as hard for her son.


  The clock hasn’t moved in two hours, Patrick would swear to that. Right now, Nathaniel is undergoing his competency hearing—a procedure Patrick couldn’t watch, even if he wanted to. And he doesn’t. Because Nina will be there too, and he hasn’t seen or spoken to her since Christmas Eve.


  It’s not that he doesn’t want to. God, he can’t seem to think of anything but Nina—the feel of her, the taste of her, the way her body relaxed against his in her sleep. But right now, the memory is crystallized for Patrick. Any words that come between them, aftershocks, are only going to take away from that. And it isn’t what Nina would say to him that worries Patrick—it’s what she wouldn’t say. That she loves him, that she needs him, that this meant as much to her as it did to him.


  He rests his head in his hands. Deep inside, there is a part of him that also knows this was a grave error. Patrick wants to get this off his chest, to confess his doubts to someone who would understand implicitly. But his confidante, his best friend, is Nina. If she cannot be that anymore... and she cannot be his... where does that leave them?


  With a deep sigh he grabs the phone from his desk and dials an out-of-state number. He wants resolution, a present to give to Nina before he has to take the stand and testify against her. Farnsworth McGee, the police chief in Belle Chasse, Louisiana, answers on the third ring. “Hello?” he drawls, extending the word an extra syllable.


  “It’s Detective-Lieutenant Ducharme, from Biddeford, Maine,” Patrick says. “What’s the latest on Gwynne?”


  Patrick can easily envision the chief, with whom he’d met before leaving Belle Chasse. Overweight by a good fifty pounds, with a shock of Elvis-black hair. A fishing rod propped up in the corner behind his desk; a bumper sticker tacked to the bulletin board: HELL, YES, MY NECK’S RED. “Y’all got to understand that we move carefully in our jurisdiction. Don’t want no hasty mishaps, if you understand my meaning.”


  Patrick grits his teeth. “Did you arrest him yet or not?”


  “Your authorities are still talkin’ to our authorities, Detective. Believe me, you’ll be the first to know when something happens.”


  He slams down the phone—angry at the idiot deputy, angry at Gwynne, angriest at himself for not taking matters into his own hands when he was in Louisiana. But he couldn’t make himself forget that he was a law enforcement officer, that he was obligated to uphold certain rules. That Nina had said no, even if it was what she really wanted.


  Patrick stares at the phone in its cradle. Then again, it is always possible to reinvent oneself. Particularly in the image of a hero.


  He’s seen Nina do it, after all.


  After a moment, Patrick grabs his jacket and walks out of the station, intent on effecting change, rather than waiting for it to steamroll him.


  •••


  It has turned out to be the best day of my life. First, Nathaniel was ruled not competent. Then Caleb asked me to watch Nathaniel after the hearing, and overnight, because he is scheduled to do a job up near the Canadian border. “Do you mind?” he’d politely said, and I couldn’t even form an answer, I was so delighted. I have visions of Nathaniel standing beside me in the kitchen while we cook his favorite dinner; I imagine watching his Shrek video twice in a row with a bowl of popcorn bridged between us.


  But in the end, Nathaniel is exhausted from the events of the day. He falls asleep on the couch by six-thirty P.M. and doesn’t wake when I carry him upstairs. In his bed, his hand unfurls on the pillow, as if he is offering me a hidden gift.


  When Nathaniel was born, he waved tight fists in the air, as if he were angry at the world. They softened moment by moment, until I would nurse him and watch his fingers scrabble at my skin, clutching for purchase. I was mesmerized by that grasp, because of all its potential. Would Nathaniel grow up to wield a pencil or a gun? Would he heal with his touch? Create music? Would his palm be covered with calluses? Ink? Sometimes I would separate the tiny fingers and trace the lines of his palm, as if I could truly read his future.


  If Nathaniel had been difficult to conceive in the wake of my cyst surgery, he’d been a positively horrendous delivery. Thirty-six hours of labor rendered me trancelike. Caleb sat on the edge of the bed watching a Gilligan’s Island marathon on the hospital TV, something that seemed equally as painful as my contractions. “We’ll name her Ginger,” he vowed. “MaryAnn.”


  The vise inside me ratcheted tighter every hour, until agony became a black hole, each pain pulling in another. Over my head Gilligan voted for a chimp as beauty pageant queen, so that he wouldn’t offend any of the stranded ladies. Caleb got behind me, propping up my back when I couldn’t even find the energy to open my eyes. “I can’t,” I whispered. “It’s your turn.”


  So he rubbed my spine and he sang. “The weather started getting rough... the tiny ship was tossed... come on, Nina! If not for the courage of the fearless crew...”


  “Remind me,” I said, “to kill you later.”


  But I forgot, because minutes afterward Nathaniel was born. Caleb held him up, a being so small he curled like an inchworm in my husband’s hands. Not a Ginger or a MaryAnn, but a Little Buddy. In fact, that was what we called him for three days, before we decided on a name. Caleb wanted me to choose, since he refused to take credit for work that was nearly all mine. So I picked Nathaniel Patrick Frost, to honor my deceased father, and my oldest friend.


  Now, it is hard to believe that the boy sleeping in front of me was ever so tiny. I touch my hand to his hair, feel it slip through my fingers like time. I suffered once before, I think. And look at what I got in return.


  •••


  Quentin, who will cross a black cat’s path without blinking and walk beneath ladders without breaking a sweat, is strangely superstitious about trials. On mornings that he’s set to go to court, he gets fully dressed, eats breakfast, and then takes off his shirt and tie to shave. It’s inefficient, of course, but it all goes back to his very first case, when he was so nervous he nearly walked out the door with a night’s beard.


  Would have, too, if Tanya hadn’t called him back in.


  He rubs the shaving lather on his cheeks and jaw, then drags the razor the length of his face. He’s not nervous today. In spite of the deluge of media that’s sure to flood the court, Quentin knows he has a strong case. Hell, he’s got the defendant committing the crime on videotape. Nothing she or Fisher Carrington do will be able to erase that action from the eyes of the jury.


  His first trial was a traffic ticket, which Quentin argued as if it were a capital murder. Tanya had brought Gideon; had been bouncing him on her hip in the back of the courtroom. Once he’d seen that, well, he had to put on a show.


  “Damn!” Quentin jumps as he nicks his jaw. The shaving cream burns in the cut, and he scowls and presses a tissue to the spot. He has to hold it there for a couple of seconds until it clots, blood welling between his fingers. It makes him think of Nina Frost.


  He wads up the tissue and sends it shooting across the bathroom, into the trash can. Quentin doesn’t bother to watch his perfect shot. Quite simply, when you think you’re incapable of missing, you don’t.


  •••


  This is what I have tried on so far: my black prosecutor’s suit, the one that makes me look like Marcia Clark on a tear; the pale rose suit I wore to my cousin’s wedding; the corduroy jumper Caleb got me one Christmas that still has the tags on it. I’ve tried slacks, but that’s too mannish, and besides, I can’t ever figure out whether you can wear loafers with slacks or if that comes off as too casual. I am angry at Fisher for not thinking of this—dressing me, the way defense attorneys dress prostitutes—in oversize clothes with ugly floral prints, garments handed down from the Salvation Army that never fail to make the women look slightly lost and impossibly young.


  I know what to wear so that a jury believes I’m in control. I have no idea how to dress helpless.


  The clock on the nightstand is suddenly fifteen minutes later than it should be.


  I pull on the jumper. It’s nearly two sizes too big—have I changed that much? Or did I never bother to try it on in the first place? I hike it up to my waist and pull on a pair of stockings, only to notice that they have a run in the left leg. I grab a second pair—but they are ripped too. “Not today,” I say under my breath, yanking open my underwear drawer, where I keep a reserve pair of stockings for emergencies. Panties and bras spill like foam over the sides of the bureau and onto my bare feet while I search for the plastic packet.


  But I used that spare pantyhose the day I killed Glen Szyszynski, and since I haven’t been working since then, never thought to replace them.


  “Goddammit!” I kick the leg of the dresser, but that only hurts my toes and brings tears to my eyes. I toss out the remaining contents of the drawer, yank the whole thing from its slot in the bureau and throw it across the room.


  When my legs give out, I find myself sitting on the soft cloud of undergarments. I tuck my knees up under the skirt of my jumper, bury my face in my arms, and cry.


  •••


  “Mommy was on TV last night,” Nathaniel says as they are driving to the courthouse in Caleb’s truck. “When you were in the shower.”


  Lost in his own thoughts, Caleb nearly drives off the side of the road at this comment. “You weren’t supposed to be watching TV.”


  Nathaniel hunches his shoulders, and immediately Caleb is sorry. So quickly, these days, he thinks he has done something wrong. “It’s all right,” Caleb says. He forces his attention to the road. In ten minutes, he’ll be at the superior court. He can give Nathaniel to Monica in the children’s playroom; maybe she’ll have some better answers.


  Nathaniel, however, isn’t finished yet. He chews the words in his mouth for a bit, then spits them out in one great rush. “How come Mommy yells at me when I pretend a stick is a gun but she was playing with one for real?”


  Caleb turns to find his son staring up at him, expecting explanations. He puts on his signal and pulls the truck onto the shoulder of the road. “Remember when you asked me why the sky was blue? And how we went to go look it up on the computer and there was so much science stuff there that neither of us could really understand it? Well, this is kind of the same thing. There’s an answer, but it’s really complicated.”


  “The man on TV said what she did was wrong.” Nathaniel worries his bottom lip. “That’s why today she’s gonna get yelled at, right?”


  Oh, Christ, if only it could be that easy. Caleb smiles sadly. “Yeah. That’s why.”


  He waits for Nathaniel to speak again, and when he doesn’t, Caleb pulls the truck back into the line of traffic. He drives three miles, and then Nathaniel turns to him. “Daddy? What’s a martyr?”


  “Where did you hear that?”


  “The man, last night, on TV.”


  Caleb takes a deep breath. “It means your mother loves you, more than anything. And that’s why she did what she did.”


  Nathaniel fingers the seam of his seat belt, considering. “Then why is it wrong?” he asks.


  •••


  The parking lot is a sea of people: cameramen trying to get their reporters in their sights, producers adjusting the line feeds from their satellites, a group of militant Catholic women demanding Nina’s judgment at the hands of the Lord. Patrick shoulders his way through the throngs, stunned to see national newscasters he recognizes by virtue of their celebrity.


  An audible buzz sweeps the line of onlookers hovering around the courthouse steps. Then a car door slams, and suddenly Nina is hurrying up the stairs with Fisher’s avuncular arm around her shoulders. A cheer goes up from the waiting crowd, along with an equally loud catcall of disapproval.


  Patrick pushes closer to the steps. “Nina!” he yells. “Nina!”


  He yanks his badge out, but brandishing it doesn’t get him where he needs to be. “Nina!” Patrick shouts again.


  She seems to stumble, to look around. But Fisher grabs her arm and directs her into the courthouse before Patrick has the chance to make himself heard.


  •••


  “Ladies and gentlemen, my name is Quentin Brown, and I’m an assistant attorney general for the state of Maine.” He smiles at the jury. “The reason you’re all here today is because on October thirtieth, 2001, this woman, Nina Frost, got up and drove with her husband to the Biddeford District Court to watch a man being arraigned. But she left her husband waiting there while she went to Moe’s Gun Shop in Sanford, Maine—where she paid four hundred dollars cash for a Beretta nine-millimeter semiautomatic handgun and twelve rounds of ammunition. She tucked these in her purse, got back in her car, and returned to the courthouse.”


  Quentin approaches the jury as if he has all the time in the world. “Now, you all know, from coming in here today, that you had to pass through a security-screening device. But on October thirtieth, Nina Frost didn’t. Why? Because she’d worked as a prosecutor for the past seven years. She knew the bailiff posted at the screening device. She walked by him without a backward glance, and she took that gun and the bullets she’d loaded into it, into a courtroom just like this one.”


  He moves toward the defense table, coming up behind Nina to point a finger at the base of her skull. “A few minutes later she put that gun up to Father Glen Szyszynski’s head and fired four rounds directly into his brain, killing him.”


  Quentin surveys the jury; they are all staring at the defendant now, just like he wants. “Ladies and gentlemen, the facts in this case are crystal clear. In fact, WCSH News, which was covering that morning’s arraignment, caught Ms. Frost’s actions on tape. So the question for you will not be if she committed this crime. We know that she did. The question will be: Why should she be allowed to get away with it?”


  He stares into the eyes of each juror in sequence. “She would like you to believe that the reason she should be held exempt from the law is because Father Szyszynski, her parish priest, had been charged with sexually molesting her five-year-old son. Yet she didn’t even bother to make sure that this allegation was true. The state will show you scientifically, forensically, conclusively, that Father Szyszynski was not the man who abused her child... and still the defendant murdered him.”


  Quentin turns his back on Nina Frost. “In Maine, if a person unlawfully kills someone with premeditation, she is guilty of murder. During this trial, the state will prove to you beyond a reasonable doubt that this is exactly what Nina Frost did. It doesn’t matter if the person who is murdered was accused of a crime. It doesn’t matter if the person who was murdered was murdered by mistake. If the person was murdered, period, there needs to be punishment exacted.” He looks to the jury box. “And that, ladies and gentlemen, is where you come in.”


  •••


  Fisher only has eyes for that jury. He walks toward the box and meets each man’s or woman’s gaze, making a personal connection before he even speaks a word. It’s what used to drive me crazy about him, when I faced him in a courtroom. He has this amazing ability to become everyone’s confidante, no matter if the juror is a twenty-year-old single welfare mother or an e-commerce king with a million tucked into the stock market.


  “What Mr. Brown just told you all is absolutely true. On the morning of October thirtieth, Nina Frost did buy a gun. She did drive to the courthouse. She did stand up and fire four bullets into the head of Father Szyszynski. What Mr. Brown would like you to believe is that there’s nothing to this case beyond those facts... but we don’t live in a world of facts. We live in a world of feelings. And what he’s left out of his version of the story is what had been going on in Nina’s head and heart that would lead her to such a moment.”


  Fisher walks behind me, like Quentin did while he graphically showed the jury how to sneak up on a defendant and shoot him. He puts his hands on my shoulders, and it is comforting. “For weeks, Nina Frost had been living a hell that no parent should have to live. She’d found out that her five-year-old son had been sexually abused. Worse, the police had identified the abuser as her own priest—a man she had confided in. Betrayed, heartbroken, and aching for her son, she began to lose her grasp on what was right and what was wrong. The only thing in her mind by the time she went to court that morning to see the priest arraigned was that she needed to protect her child.


  “Nina Frost, of all people, knows how the system of justice works for—and fails—children. She, of all people, understands what the rules are in an American court of law, because for the past seven years she has measured up to them on a daily basis. But on October thirtieth, ladies and gentlemen, she wasn’t a prosecutor. She was just Nathaniel’s mother.” He comes to stand beside me. “Please listen to everything. And when you make your decision, don’t make it only with your head. Make it with your heart.”


  •••


  Moe Baedeker, proprietor of Moe’s Gun Shop, does not know what to do with his baseball cap. The bailiffs made him take it off, but his hair is matted and messy. He puts the cap on his lap and finger-combs his hair. In doing so, he catches sight of his nails, with grease and gun blueing caught beneath the cuticles, and he quickly sticks his hands beneath his thighs. “Ayuh, I recognize her,” he says, nodding at me. “She came into my store once. Walked right up to the counter and told me she wanted a semiautomatic handgun.”


  “Had you ever seen her before?”


  “Nope.”


  “Did she look around the store at all?” Quentin asks.


  “Nope. She was waiting in the parking lot when I opened, and then she came right up to the counter.” He shrugs. “I did an instant background check on her, and when she came out clean, I sold her what she wanted.”


  “Did she ask for any bullets?”


  “Twelve rounds.”


  “Did you show the defendant how to use the gun?”


  Moe shakes his head. “She told me she knew how.”


  His testimony breaks over me like a wave. I can remember the smell of that little shop, the raw wood on the walls, and the pictures of Rugers and Glocks behind the counter. The way the cash register was old-fashioned and actually made a ching sound. He gave me my change in new twenty-dollar bills, holding each one up to the light and pointing out how you could tell whether they were counterfeit or not.


  By the time I focus again, Fisher is doing the cross-exam. “What did she do while you were running the background check?”


  “She kept looking at her watch. Pacing, like.”


  “Was there anyone else in the store?”


  “Nope.”


  “Did she tell you why she needed a gun?”


  “Ain’t my place to ask,” Moe says.


  One of the twenties he’d given me had been written on, a man’s signature. “I did that once,” Moe told me that morning. “And, swear to God, got the same bill back six years later.” He’d handed me my gun, hot in my hand. “What goes around comes around,” he’d said, and at the time, I was too self-absorbed to heed this as the warning it was.


  •••


  The cameraman had been filming for WCSH and was set up in the corner, according to Quentin Brown’s diagram of the Biddeford courtroom. As the videotape is slipped into a TV/VCR, I keep my eyes on the jury. I want to watch them watching me.


  Once, maybe, I saw this segment. But it was months ago, when I believed I had done the right thing. The familiar voice of the judge draws my attention, and then I cannot help but stare at this small screen.


  My hands shake when I hold up the gun. My eyes are wide and wild. But my motion is smooth and beautiful, a ballet. As I press the gun to the priest’s head my own tilts backward, and for one stunning moment my face is split into masques of comedy and tragedy—half grief, half relief.


  The shot is so loud that even on tape, it makes me jump in my seat.


  Shouts. A cry. The cameraman’s voice, saying, “Holy fucking shit!” Then the camera tilts on its axis and there are my feet, flying over the bar, and the thud of the bailiffs’ bodies pinning me, and Patrick.


  “Fisher,” I whisper. “I’m going to be sick.”


  The viewpoint shifts again, spinning to rest on its side on the floor. The priest’s head lies in a spreading pool of blood. Half of it is missing, and the spots and flecks on the film suggest the spray of brain matter on the camera lens. One eye stares dully at me from the screen. “Did I get him?” My own voice. “Is he dead?”


  “Fisher...” The room revolves.


  I feel him stand up beside me. “Your Honor, if I could request a short recess...”


  But there isn’t time for that. I jump out of my seat and stumble through the gate at the bar, flying down the aisle of the courtroom with two bailiffs in pursuit. I make it through the double doors, then fall to my knees and vomit repeatedly, until the only thing left in my stomach is guilt.


  •••


  “Frost Heaves,” I say minutes later, when I have cleaned myself up and Fisher has whisked me to a private conference room away from the eyes of the press. “That’ll be tomorrow’s headline.”


  He steeples his fingers. “You know, I’ve got to tell you, that was good. Amazing, really.”


  I glance at him. “You think I threw up on purpose?”


  “Didn’t you?”


  “My God.” Turning away, I stare out the window. If anything, the crowd outside has grown. “Fisher, did you see that tape? How could any juror acquit me after that?”


  Fisher is quiet for a moment. “Nina, what were you thinking when you were watching it?”


  “Thinking? Who had time to think, with all the visual cues? I mean, that’s an unbelievable amount of blood. And the brains—”


  “What were you thinking about yourself?”


  I shake my head, close my eyes, but there are no words for what I’ve done.


  Fisher pats my arm. “That,” he says, “is why they’ll acquit you.”


  •••


  In the lobby, where he is sequestered as an upcoming witness, Patrick tries to keep his mind off Nina and her trial. He’s done a crossword puzzle in a paper left on the seat beside him; he’s had enough cups of coffee to raise his pulse a few notches; he’s talked to other cops coming in and out. But it’s all pointless; Nina runs through his blood.


  When she staggered from the courtroom, her hand clapped over her mouth, Patrick had risen out of his chair. He was already halfway across the lobby, trying to make sure she was all right, when Caleb burst out of the double doors on the heels of the bailiffs.


  So Patrick sat back down.


  On his hip, his beeper begins to vibrate. Patrick pulls it off his belt and glances at the number on the screen. Finally, he thinks, and he goes to find a pay phone.


  •••


  When it is time for lunch, Caleb gets sandwiches from a nearby deli and brings them back to the conference room where I am ensconced. “I can’t eat,” I say, as he hands me one wrapped sub. I expect him to tell me that I have to, but instead Caleb just shrugs and lets the sandwich sit in front of me. From the corner of my eye I watch him chew his food in silence. He has already conceded this war; he no longer even cares enough to fight me.


  There is a rattle of the locked door, followed by an insistent banging. Caleb scowls, then gets up to tell whoever it is to go away. But when he opens it a crack, Patrick is standing on the other side. The door falls open, and the two men stand uneasily facing each other, a seam of energy crackling between them that keeps them from getting too close.


  I realize at that moment that although I have many photographs of Patrick and many photographs of Caleb, I haven’t got a single one of all three of us—as if, in that combination, it is impossible to fit so much emotion in the frame of the camera.


  “Nina,” he says, coming inside. “I have to talk to you.”


  Not now, I think, going cold. Surely Patrick has enough sense to not bring up what happened in front of my husband. Or maybe that is exactly what he wants to do.


  “Father Gwynne’s dead.” Patrick hands me a faxed Nexus article. “I got a call from the Belle Chasse police chief. I got tired of working on Southern time a few days ago, and I put a little pressure on the authorities... anyway, it seems that by the time they went to arrest him, he’d died.”


  My face is frozen. “Who did it?” I whisper.


  “No one. It was a stroke.”


  Patrick keeps talking, his words falling like hailstones onto the paper I’m trying to read. “... took the damn chief two whole days to get around to calling me...”


  Father Gwynne, a beloved local chaplain, was found dead in his living quarters by his housekeeper.


  “... apparently, he had a family history of cardiovascular disease...”


  “He looked so peaceful, you know, in his easy chair,” said Margaret Mary Seurat, who had worked for the priest for the past five years. “Like he’d just fallen asleep after finishing his cup of cocoa.”


  “... and get this: They said his cat died of a broken heart...”


  In a strange, connected twist, Gwynne’s cherished pet, a cat well known to his parishioners, died shortly after authorities arrived. To those who knew the Father, this was no surprise: “She loved him too much,” Seurat suggested. “We all did.”


  “It’s over, Nina.”


  Archbishop Schulte will lead a funeral Mass at Our Lady of Mercy, Wednesday morning at 9:00 A.M.


  “He’s dead.” I test the truth on my tongue. “He’s dead.” Maybe there is a God, then; maybe there are cosmic wheels of justice. Maybe this is what retribution is supposed to feel like. “Caleb,” I say, turning. Everything else passes between us without a single word: that Nathaniel is safe, now; that there will be no sexual abuse trial for him to testify at; that the villain in this drama will never hurt someone else’s little boy; that after my verdict, this nightmare will truly be finished.


  His face has gone just as white as mine. “I heard.”


  In the middle of this tiny conference room, with two hours of damning testimony behind me, I feel an unmitigated joy. And in that instant it does not matter what has been missing between Caleb and myself. Much more important is this triumph of news, and it’s something to share. I throw my arms around my husband.


  Who does not embrace me in return.


  Heat floods my cheeks. When I manage to lift my gaze with some shred of dignity, Caleb is staring at Patrick, who has turned his back. “Well,” Patrick says, without looking at me. “I thought you’d want to know.”


  •••


  Bailiffs are human fire hydrants: They’re placed in the court in case of an emergency but fade into the landscape otherwise and are rarely put to practical use. Like most bailiffs of my acquaintance, Bobby Ianucci isn’t too athletic or too bright. And like most bailiffs, Bobby understands he is lower on the feeding chain than the attorneys in the courtroom—which accounts for his absolute intimidation at the hands of Quentin Brown.


  “Who was in the courtroom when you brought Father Szyszynski in from the holding cell?” the prosecutor asks, a few minutes into the testimony.


  Bobby has to think about this, and the effort is visible on his doughy face. “Uh, well, the judge, yeah. On the bench. And there was a clerk, and a stenographer, and the dead guy’s lawyer, whose name I don’t remember. And a DA from Portland.”


  “Where were Mr. and Mrs. Frost sitting?” Quentin asks.


  “In the front row with Detective Ducharme.”


  “What happened next?”


  Bobby straightens his shoulders. “Me and Roanoke, that’s the other bailiff, we walked the Father across the room to his lawyer. Then, you know, I stepped back, because he had to sit down, so I stood behind him.” He takes a deep breath. “And then...”


  “Yes, Mr. Ianucci?”


  “Well, I don’t know where she came from. I don’t know how she did it. But the next thing, there’s gunshots being fired and blood all over the place, and Father Szyszynski’s falling out of his chair.”


  “What happened after that?”


  “I tackled her. And so did Roanoke, and a couple of other guys posted at the back of the courtroom, and Detective Ducharme, too. She dropped the gun and I grabbed it, and then Detective Ducharme, he hauled her up and took her off to the holding cell in cuffs.”


  “Did you get shot, Mr. Ianucci?”


  Bobby shakes his head, lost in his memories. “No. But if I’d been, like, five inches to the right, she could have hit me.”


  “So would you say the defendant was very careful with how she aimed that weapon at Father Szyszynski?”


  Fisher stands beside me. “Objection.”


  “Sustained,” Judge Neal rules.


  The prosecutor shrugs. “Withdrawn. Your witness.”


  As he returns to his seat, Fisher approaches the bailiff. “Did you talk to Nina Frost the morning before the shooting?”


  “No.”


  “In fact, you were busy doing your job—maintaining the security of the courthouse, and dealing with prisoners—so you had no need to watch Mrs. Frost, did you?”


  “No.”


  “Did you see her pull the gun out?”


  “No.”


  “You said several bailiffs immediately jumped on her. Did you have to fight Mrs. Frost for the gun?”


  “No.”


  “And she didn’t struggle with any of you when you tried to subdue her?”


  “She was trying to see around us. She kept asking if he was dead.”


  Fisher dismisses this with a shrug. “But she wasn’t trying to get away from you. She wasn’t trying to hurt you.”


  “Oh, no.”


  Fisher lets that answer hang for a moment. “You knew Mrs. Frost before this, didn’t you, Mr. Ianucci?”


  “Sure.”


  “What was your relationship with her like?”


  Bobby glances at me; then his eyes skitter away. “Well, she’s a DA. She comes in all the time.” He pauses, then adds. “She’s one of the nice ones.”


  “Had you ever considered her to be violent before?”


  “No.”


  “In fact, on that morning, she seemed nothing like the Nina Frost you knew, isn’t that right?”


  “Well, you know, she looked the same.”


  “But her actions, Mr. Ianucci... had you ever seen Mrs. Frost act like this before?”


  The bailiff shakes his head. “I never saw her shoot nobody, if that’s what you mean.”


  “It is,” Fisher says, sitting down. “Nothing further.”


  •••


  That afternoon when court is adjourned, I don’t go directly home. Risking an extra fifteen minutes’ grace before my electronic bracelet is reactivated, I drive to St. Anne’s and enter the church where this all began.


  The nave is open to the public, although I don’t think they’ve found a replacement chaplain yet. Inside, it’s dark. My shoes strike the tile, announce my presence.


  To my right is a table where white votives burn in tiers. Taking a stick, I light one for Glen Szyszynski. I light a second one for Arthur Gwynne.


  Then I slip into a pew and get down on the kneeler. “Hail Mary, full of grace,” I whisper, praying to a woman who stood by her son, too.


  •••


  The lights in the motel room go out at eight, Nathaniel’s bedtime. Beside his son, on a matching twin bed, Caleb lies with his hands folded behind his head, waiting for Nathaniel to fall asleep. Then, sometimes, Caleb will watch TV. Turn on one lamp and read the day’s paper.


  Today he wants to do neither. He is in no mood to hear local pundits guessing Nina’s fate based on the first day of testimony. Hell, he doesn’t want to guess, himself.


  One thing is clear: The woman all those witnesses saw; the woman on that videotape—she isn’t the woman Caleb married. And when your wife is not the same person you fell in love with eight years ago, where exactly does that leave you? Do you try to get to know who she has become, and hope for the best? Or do you keep deceiving yourself in the hope that she might wake up one morning and have gone back to the woman she used to be?


  Maybe, Caleb thinks with a small shock, he isn’t the same person he once was, either.


  That brings him directly to the topic he didn’t want to remember, especially not now in the dark with nothing to distract him. This afternoon, when Patrick had come to the conference room to bring them the news of Gwynne’s death... well, Caleb must be reading into things. After all, Nina and Patrick have known each other a lifetime. And although the guy is something of an albatross, his relationship with Nina has never really bothered Caleb, because when push came to shove he was the one sleeping with Nina every night.


  But Caleb has not been sleeping with Nina.


  He squeezes his eyes shut, as if this might block out the memory of Patrick turning away abruptly when Nina put her arms around Caleb. That, in and of itself, wasn’t disturbing—Caleb could list a hundred times that Nina touched him or smiled at him in the other man’s presence that unsettled Patrick in some way... even if Nina never seemed to see. In fact, there have been times Caleb’s even felt sorry for Patrick, for the blatant jealousy on his face the moment before he masks it.


  Today, though, it wasn’t envy in Patrick’s eyes. It was grief. And that is why Caleb cannot pull away from the incident; cannot stop picking the moment apart like a carrion vulture going for the bone. Envy, after all, comes from wanting something that isn’t yours.


  But grief comes from losing something you’ve already had.


  •••


  Nathaniel hates this stupid playroom with its stupid book corner and its stupid bald dolls and its stupid crayon box that doesn’t even have a yellow. He hates the way the tables smell like a hospital and the floor is cold under his socks. He hates Monica, whose smile reminds Nathaniel of the time he took an orange wedge at the Chinese restaurant and stuffed it into his mouth, rind out, in a silly, fake grin. Most of all he hates knowing that his mom and dad are just twenty-two stairs up but Nathaniel isn’t allowed to join them.


  “Nathaniel,” Monica says, “why don’t we finish this tower?”


  It is made of blocks; they built it all afternoon yesterday and put a special sign on overnight, asking the janitors to leave it until this morning.


  “How high do you think we can go?”


  It is already taller than Nathaniel; Monica has brought over a chair so that he can keep building. She has a small stack of blocks ready to go.


  “Be careful,” she warns as he climbs onto the chair.


  He places the first block at the top, and the whole structure wobbles. The second time, it seems certain to fall over—and then doesn’t. “That was close,” Monica says.


  He imagines that this is New York City, and he is a giant. A Tyrannosaurus rex. Or King Kong. He eats buildings this big like they are carrot sticks. With a great swipe of his enormous paw, Nathaniel swings at the top of the tower.


  It falls in a great, clattering heap.


  Monica looks so sad that for just the slightest moment, Nathaniel feels awful. “Oh,” she sighs. “Why’d you do that?”


  Satisfaction curls the corners of his mouth, blooming from a root inside. But Nathaniel doesn’t tell her what he’s thinking: Because I could.


  •••


  Joseph Toro looks nervous to be in a courtroom, and I can’t blame him. The last time I saw the man he was cowering beside the bench, covered with his own client’s blood and brain matter.


  “Had you met with Glen Szyszynski before you came to court that day?” Quentin asks.


  “Yes,” the attorney says timidly. “In jail, pending the arraignment.”


  “What did he say about the alleged crime?”


  “He categorically denied it.”


  “Objection,” Fisher calls out. “Relevance?”


  “Sustained.”


  Quentin reconsiders. “What was Father Szyszynski’s demeanor the morning of October thirtieth?”


  “Objection.” Fisher stands this time. “Same grounds.”


  Judge Neal looks at the witness. “I’d like to hear this.”


  “He was scared to death,” Toro murmurs. “He was resigned. Praying. He read to me aloud, from the book of Matthew. The part where Christ keeps saying ‘My God, why hast thou forsaken me?’”


  “What happened when they brought your client in?” Quentin asks.


  “They walked him to the defense table where I was sitting.”


  “And where was Mrs. Frost at the time?”


  “Sitting behind us, and to the left.”


  “Had you spoken with Mrs. Frost that morning?”


  “No,” Toro answers. “I’d never even met her.”


  “Did you notice anything unusual about her?”


  “Objection,” Fisher says. “He didn’t know her, so how could he judge what was and wasn’t customary?”


  “Overruled,” the judge answers.


  Toro looks at me, a bird gathering courage to dart a glance at the cat sitting a few feet away. “There was something unusual. I was waiting for her to come in... because she was the mother of the alleged victim, of course... but she was late. Her husband was there, waiting... but Mrs. Frost almost missed the beginning of the arraignment. I thought of all days, it seemed very strange that on this one, she wouldn’t be on time.”


  I listen to his testimony, but I am watching Quentin Brown. To a prosecutor, a defendant is nothing but a victory or a loss. They are not real people; they do not have lives that interest you beyond the crime that brought them into court. As I stare at him, Brown suddenly turns. His expression is cool, dispassionate—one I have cultivated in my repertoire as well. In fact I have had all the same training as him, but there is a gulf between us. This case is only his job, after all. But it is my future.


  •••


  The Alfred courthouse is old, and the bathrooms are no exception. Caleb finishes up at the long trough of the urinal just as someone comes to stand beside him. He averts his eyes as the other man unzips, then steps back to wash his hands, and realizes it is Patrick.


  When Patrick turns, he does a double-take. “Caleb?”


  The bathroom is empty, save the two of them. Caleb folds his arms, waits for Patrick to soap his hands and dry them with a paper towel. He is waiting, and he doesn’t know why. He just understands that at this moment, he can’t leave yet, either.


  “How is she today?” Patrick asks.


  Caleb finds that he cannot answer, cannot force a single word out.


  “It must be hell for her, sitting in there.”


  “I know.” Caleb forces himself to look directly at Patrick, to make him understand this is not a casual reply, is not even a sequitur. “I know,” he repeats.


  Patrick looks away, swallows. “Did she... did she tell you?”


  “She didn’t have to.”


  The only sound is the rush of water in the long urinal. “You want to hit me?” Patrick says after a moment. He splays his arms wide. “Go ahead. Hit me.”


  Slowly, Caleb shakes his head. “I want to. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted anything as much. But I’m not going to, because it’s too fucking sad.” He takes a step toward Patrick, pointing his finger at the other man’s chest. “You moved back here to be near Nina. You’ve lived your whole life for a woman who doesn’t live hers for you. You waited until she was skating over a weak spot, and then you made sure you were the first thing she could grab onto.” He turns away. “I don’t have to hit you, Patrick. You’re already pathetic.”


  Caleb walks toward the bathroom door but is stopped by Patrick’s voice. “Nina used to write me every other day. I was overseas, in the service, and that was the only thing I looked forward to.” He smiles faintly. “She told me when she met you. Told me where you took her on dates. But the time she told me that she’d climbed some mountain with you... that was when I knew I’d lost her.”


  “Mount Katahdin? Nothing happened that day.”


  “No. You just climbed it, and came down,” Patrick says. “Thing is, Nina’s terrified of heights. She gets so sick, sometimes, that she faints. But she loved you so much, she was willing to follow you anywhere. Even three thousand feet up.” He pushes away from the wall, approaching Caleb. “You know what’s pathetic? That you get to live with this... this goddess. That out of all the guys in the world, she picked you. You were handed this incredible gift, and you don’t even know it’s in front of you.”


  Then Patrick pushes past Caleb, knocking him against the wall. He needs to get out of that bathroom, before he is foolish enough to reveal the whole of his heart.


  •••


  Frankie Martine is a prosecutor’s witness—that is to say, she answers questions clearly and concisely, making science accessible to even the high school dropout on a jury. Quentin spends nearly an hour walking her through the mechanics of bone marrow transplants, and she manages to keep the jury’s interest. Then she segues into the mechanics of her day job—spinning out DNA. I once spent three days at the state lab with Frankie, in fact, getting her to show me how she does it. I wanted to know, so that I’d fully grasp the results that were sent to me.


  Apparently, I didn’t learn enough.


  “Your DNA is the same in every cell in your body,” Frankie explains. “That means if you take a blood sample from someone, the DNA in those blood cells will match the DNA in their skin cells, tissue cells, and bodily fluids like saliva and semen. That’s why Mr. Brown asked me to take DNA from Father Szyszynski’s blood sample and use it to see if it matched the DNA found in the semen on the underpants.”


  “And did you do that?” Quentin asks.


  “Yes, I did.”


  He hands Frankie the lab report—the original one, which was left anonymously in my mailbox. “What were your findings?”


  Unlike some of the other witnesses the prosecutor’s put on the stand, Frankie meets my eye. I don’t read sympathy there, but I don’t read disgust either. Then again, this is a woman who is faced daily with the forensic proof of what people are capable of doing to others in the name of love. “I determined that the chance of randomly selecting an unrelated individual from the population other than the suspect, whose DNA matched the semen DNA at all the locations we tested, was one in six billion.”


  Quentin looks at the jury. “Six billion? Isn’t that the approximate population of the whole earth?”


  “I believe so.”


  “Well, what does all this have to do with bone marrow?”


  Frankie shifts on her seat. “After I’d issued these results, the attorney general’s office asked me to research the findings in light of Father Szyszynski’s medical records. Seven years ago, he’d had a bone marrow transplant, which means, basically, that his blood was on long-term loan... borrowed from a donor. It also means that the DNA we got from that blood—the DNA that was typed to match the semen in the underwear—was not Father Szyszynski’s DNA, but rather his donor’s.” She looks at the jury, making sure they are nodding before she continues. “If we’d taken saliva from Father Szyszynski, or semen, or even skin—anything but his blood—it would have excluded him as a donor to the semen stain in the child’s underwear.”


  Quentin lets this sink in. “Wait a second. You’re telling me that if someone has a bone marrow transplant, they’ve got two different types of DNA in their body?”


  “Exactly. It’s extremely rare, which is why it’s the exception and not the rule, and why DNA testing is still the most accurate kind of evidentiary proof.” Frankie takes out another lab report, an updated one. “As you can see here, it’s possible to test someone who’s had a bone marrow transplant to prove that they’ve got two different profiles of DNA. We extract tooth pulp, which contains both tissue and blood cells. If someone’s had a bone marrow transplant, those tissue cells should show one profile of DNA, and the blood cells should show another.”


  “Is that what you found when you extracted tooth pulp from Father Szyszynski?”


  “Yes.”


  Quentin shakes his head, feigning amazement. “So I guess Father Szyszynski was the one person in six billion whose DNA might match the DNA found in the underwear... but who wouldn’t have been the one to leave it there?”


  Frankie folds the report and slips it into her case file. “That’s right,” she says.


  •••


  “You’ve worked with Nina Frost on a few cases, haven’t you?” Fisher asks moments later.


  “Yes,” Frankie replies. “I have.”


  “She’s pretty thorough, isn’t she?”


  “Yes. She’s one of the DAs who calls all the time, checking up on the results we fax in. She’s even come to the lab. A lot of the prosecutors don’t bother, but Nina really wanted to make sure she understood. She likes to follow through from beginning to end.”


  Fisher slants a look my way. Tell me about it. But he says, “It’s very important for her to make sure that she has the facts straight, isn’t it?”


  “Yes.”


  “She isn’t someone who’d jump to a conclusion, or rely on something she was told without double-checking it?”


  “Not that I’ve seen,” Frankie admits.


  “When you issue your lab reports, Ms. Martine, you expect them to be accurate, don’t you?”


  “Of course.”


  “You issued a report, in fact, that said the chances of somebody other than Father Szyszynski contributing this semen to Nathaniel Frost’s underwear were less than one in the population of the whole earth?”


  “Yes.”


  “You never put anything in that report qualifying your results in the case that the suspect was a bone marrow transplant recipient, did you? Because that’s such a rare event that even you, as a scientist, would never assume it?”


  “Statistics are statistics... an estimation.”


  “But when you handed that initial report to the DA’s office, you were prepared to ask the prosecutor to rely on it?”


  “Yes.”


  “You were prepared to ask a jury of twelve people to rely on it as evidence to convict Father Szyszynski?”


  “Yes,” Frankie says.


  “You were prepared to ask the judge to rely on it when he sentenced Father Szyszynski?”


  “Yes.”


  “And you were prepared to ask Nina Frost, the child’s mother, to rely on it for closure and peace of mind?”


  “Yes.”


  Fisher turns to the witness. “Then is it any wonder in your mind, Ms. Martine, that she did?”


  •••


  “Of course Quentin objected,” Fisher says, his mouth full of pepperoni pizza. “That’s not the point. The point is that I didn’t withdraw the question before I dismissed the witness. The jury’s going to notice that nuance.”


  “You are giving far too much credit to a jury,” I argue. “I’m not saying the cross wasn’t fantastic, Fisher, it was. But... watch it, you’re going to get sauce on your tie.”


  He looks down, then flips the tie over his shoulder and laughs. “You’re a riot, Nina. At what point during this trial do you think you might actually start to root for the defense?”


  Never, I think. Maybe it is easier for Fisher, a defense attorney, to come up with rationalizations for why people do the things they do. After all, when you have to stand up next to felons on a daily basis and fight for their freedom, you either convince yourself they had some excuse for committing a crime... or you tell yourself this is nothing but a job, and if you lie on their behalf it’s all in the name of billable hours. After seven years as a prosecutor, the world looks very black and white. Granted, it was easy enough to persuade myself that I was morally righteous when I believed I’d killed a child molester. But to be absolved of murdering a man who was blameless—well, even Johnnie Cochran must have nightmares every now and then.


  “Fisher?” I ask quietly. “Do you think I ought to be punished?”


  He wipes his hands on a napkin. “Would I be here if I did?”


  “For what you’re making, you’d probably stand in the middle of a gladiator’s ring.”


  Smiling, he meets my eye. “Nina, relax. I will get you acquitted.”


  But I shouldn’t be. The truth lies at the base of my stomach, even though I can’t say it aloud. What good is the legal process if people can decide their motives are bigger than the law? If you remove one brick from the foundation, how long before the whole system tumbles down?


  Maybe I can be pardoned for wanting to protect my child, but there are plenty of parents who shelter their children without committing felonies. I can tell myself that I was only thinking of my son that day; that I was only acting like a good mother... but the truth is, I wasn’t. I was acting like a prosecutor, one who didn’t trust the court process when it became personally relevant. One who knew better than to do what I did. Which is exactly why I deserve to be convicted.


  “If I can’t even forgive myself,” I say finally, “how are twelve other people going to do it?”


  The door opens and Caleb enters. Suddenly the atmosphere is plucked tight as a bowstring. Fisher glances at me—he knows that Caleb and I have been estranged, lately—and then balls his napkin up and tosses it into the box. “Caleb! There’s a couple slices left.” He stands up. “I’m going to go take care... of that thing we were talking about,” Fisher says vacuously, and he gets out of the room while he can.


  Caleb sits across from me. The clock on the wall, fast by five minutes, ticks as loud as my heart. “Hungry?” I ask.


  He traces the sharp corner of the pizza box. “I’m starving,” Caleb answers.


  But he makes no move to take one of the slices. Instead, we both watch as his fingers creep forward, as he clasps my hand between both of his. He scoots his chair closer and bows his head until it touches our joined fists. “Let’s start over,” he murmurs.


  If I have gained anything over these months, it is the knowledge there is no starting over—only living with the mistakes you’ve made. But then, Caleb taught me long ago you can’t build anything without some sort of foundation. Maybe we learn to live our lives by understanding, firsthand, how not to live them.


  “Let’s just pick up where we left off,” I reply, and I rest my cheek on the crown of Caleb’s head.


  •••


  How far can a person go... and still live with himself?


  It’s something that’s been haunting Patrick. There are certain acts for which you easily make excuses—killing during wartime; stealing food if you’re starving; lying to save your own life. But narrow the circumstances, bring them closer to home—and suddenly, the faith of a man who’s dedicated his life to morality gets seriously shaken. Patrick doesn’t blame Nina for shooting Glen Szyszynski, because at that moment she truly believed it was her only option. Likewise, he doesn’t consider making love with her on Christmas Eve to be wrong. He’d waited for Nina for years; when she finally was his—even for a night—the fact of her marriage to another man was inconsequential. Who was to say that the bond between Patrick and Nina was any less strong because there was no piece of paper sanctifying it?


  Justification is a remarkable thing—takes all those solid lines and blurs them, so that honor becomes as supple as a willow, and ethics burst like soap bubbles.


  If Nina chose to leave Caleb, Patrick would be at her side in an instant, and he could come up with a multitude of reasons to defend his behavior. Truth be told, it’s something he’s let himself consider in the soft gray moments before sleep comes. Hope is his balm for reality; if Patrick spreads it thick enough, sometimes he can even envision a life with her.


  But then, there’s Nathaniel.


  And that’s the point Patrick cannot get past. He can rationalize falling in love with Nina; he can even rationalize her falling in love with him. There’s nothing he would like more than to see Caleb gone from her life. But Caleb is not just Nina’s husband... he is also the father of her son. And Patrick could not bear knowing that he was responsible for ruining Nathaniel’s childhood. If Patrick did that after all that has happened, well... how could she ever love him?


  Compared to a transgression of that size, what he is about to do seems insignificant.


  He watches Quentin Brown from the witness box. The prosecutor is expecting this to go easily—just as easily as it did during the practice session. After all, Patrick is a law enforcement official, used to testifying. As far as Brown knows, despite his friendship with Nina, he’s on the side of the prosecution. “Were you assigned to work the Nathaniel Frost case?” Quentin asks.


  “Yes.”


  “How did the defendant react to your investigation of the case?”


  Patrick can’t look at Nina, not yet. He doesn’t want to give himself away. “She was an incredibly concerned parent.”


  This is not the answer they have rehearsed. Patrick watches Quentin do a double-take, then feed him the response he was supposed to give. “Did you ever see her lose her temper during the case?”


  “At times she’d become distraught. Her child wasn’t speaking. She didn’t know what to do.” Patrick shrugs. “Who wouldn’t get frustrated in a situation like that?”


  Quentin sends him a quelling glance. Commentary on the stand is not necessary, or desired. “Who was your first suspect in the molestation case?”


  “We didn’t have a suspect until Glen Szyszynski.”


  By now, Quentin looks ready to throttle him. “Did you bring in another man for questioning?”


  “Yes. Caleb Frost.”


  “Why did you bring him in?”


  Patrick shakes his head. “The child was using sign language to communicate, and he ID’d his abuser with the sign for father. At the time, we didn’t understand he meant priest, rather than daddy.” He looks directly at Caleb, in the front row behind Nina. “That was my mistake,” Patrick says.


  “What was the defendant’s reaction to her son signing father?”


  Fisher rises from his seat, poised to object, but Patrick speaks quickly. “She took it very seriously. Her primary concern was always, always, protecting her child.” Confused, the attorney sits back down beside Nina.


  “Detective Ducharme—” the prosecutor interrupts.


  “I’m not quite done yet, Mr. Brown. I was going to say that I’m sure it tore her up inside, but she got a restraining order against her husband, because she thought it was the best way to keep Nathaniel safe.”


  Quentin walks closer to Patrick, hisses through his teeth so that only his witness will hear. “What the hell are you doing?” Then he faces the jury. “Detective, at what point did you make the decision to arrest Father Szyszynski?”


  “After Nathaniel gave a verbal disclosure, I went down to talk to him.”


  “Did you arrest him at that moment?”


  “No. I was hoping he’d confess first. We always hope for that in molestation cases.”


  “Did Father Szyszynski ever admit to sexually abusing Nathaniel Frost?”


  Patrick has been a witness at enough trials to know that the question is blatantly unacceptable, because it calls for hearsay. The judge and the prosecutor both stare at Fisher Carrington, waiting for him to object. But by now, Nina’s lawyer has caught on. He sits at the defense table with his hands steepled, watching this unfold. “Child molesters almost never admit they’ve hurt a child,” Patrick says, filling the silence. “They know jail’s not going to be a pleasant place for them. And frankly, without a confession, a molestation trial is a roll of the dice. Nearly half the time, these guys get off because of insufficient evidence or because the child is too terrified to testify, or because they do testify and the jury doesn’t believe the word of a kid...”


  Quentin breaks in before Patrick can do any further damage. “Your Honor, may we have a recess?”


  The judge looks over his bifocals at him. “We are in the middle of the direct.”


  “Yes, Judge, I’m aware of that.”


  Shrugging, Neal turns to Fisher. “Does the defense object to stopping at this point?”


  “I don’t believe so, Your Honor. But I would ask the Court to remind all counsel that the witnesses have been sequestered and can’t be approached during the break.”


  “Fine,” Quentin grits out. He storms from the courtroom so quickly he doesn’t see Patrick finally make eye contact with Nina, smile gently at her, and wink.


  •••


  “Why is this cop working for us?” Fisher demands, as soon as he’s bustled me into a private conference room upstairs.


  “Because he’s my friend. He’s always been there for me.” At least, that is the only explanation I can give. I knew, of course, that Patrick would have to testify against me, and I didn’t take it to heart. Part of what makes Patrick Patrick is his absolute devotion to the clear line dividing right and wrong. It is why he would not let me talk to him about the murder; it is why he has wrestled so hard to stand by my side while I was awaiting trial. It is why his offer to find Father Gwynne on my behalf meant so very much to me, and was so difficult for him.


  It is why, when I think back to Christmas Eve, I cannot believe it ever happened.


  Fisher seems to be considering this odd gift that has dropped into his lap. “Is there anything I should watch out for? Anything he won’t do to protect you?”


  The reason we slept together isn’t because Patrick tossed morality to the wind that night. It’s because he was too damn honest to convince himself the feelings weren’t there.


  “He won’t lie,” I answer.


  •••


  Quentin returns on the attack. Whatever game this detective’s playing, it’s going to stop right now. “Why were you in court the morning of October thirtieth?”


  “It was my case,” Ducharme answers coolly.


  “Did you speak to the defendant that morning?”


  “Yes. I spoke with both Mr. and Mrs. Frost. They were both very nervous. We discussed who they could leave Nathaniel with during the proceedings, because naturally, they were very wary of putting him into anyone’s care at that point.”


  “What did you do when the defendant shot Father Szyszynski?”


  Ducharme meets the prosecutor’s gaze head on. “I saw a gun, and I went for it.”


  “Did you know Mrs. Frost had a gun before that point?”


  “No.”


  “How many officers did it take to wrestle her to the ground?”


  “She dropped to the ground,” the detective corrects. “Four bailiffs dropped on top of her.”


  “Then what did you do?”


  “I asked for cuffs. Deputy Ianucci gave me a pair. I secured Mrs. Frost’s hands behind her back and took her into the holding cell.”


  “How long were you in there with her?”


  “Four hours.”


  “Did she say anything to you?”


  In the practice session, Ducharme had told Quentin that the defendant confessed to him that she’d committed a crime. But now, he puts on a choirboy’s expression and looks at the jury. “She kept repeating over and over, ‘I did everything I could; I can’t do any more.’ She sounded crazy.”


  Crazy? “Objection,” Quentin roars.


  “Your Honor, it’s his own witness!” Fisher says.


  “Overruled, Mr. Brown.”


  “Approach!” Quentin storms up to the bench. “Judge, I’m going to ask to have this witness declared hostile, so that I can ask leading questions.”


  Judge Neal looks at Ducharme, then back at the prosecutor. “Counselor, he is answering your questions.”


  “Not the way he’s supposed to be!”


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Brown. But that’s your problem.”


  Quentin takes a deep breath, turning away. The real issue here isn’t that Patrick Ducharme is single-handedly destroying this case. The issue is why.


  Either Ducharme is holding a grudge against Quentin, whom he does not even really know... or he’s trying to help Nina Frost for some reason. He glances up, and notices the detective and the defendant staring at each other, a bond so charged that Quentin imagines walking through it might give him a shock.


  Well.


  “How long have you known the defendant?” he asks evenly.


  “Thirty years.”


  “That long?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can you describe your relationship with her?”


  “We work together.”


  My ass, Quentin thinks. I’d bet my retirement pension you play together, too. “Do you ever see her outside the office in a nonprofessional capacity?”


  It might not be noticeable to someone watching less closely than Quentin... but Patrick Ducharme’s jaw tightens. “I know her family. We have lunch together every now and then.”


  “How did you feel when you heard this had happened to Nathaniel?”


  “Objection,” Carrington calls out.


  The judge rubs a finger over his upper lip. “I’ll allow it.”


  “I was concerned for the boy,” the detective answers.


  “How about Nina Frost? Were you concerned for her?”


  “Of course. She’s a colleague.”


  “Is that all?” Quentin accuses.


  He is prepared for Ducharme’s reaction—a face bleached completely of color. An added bonus: the way Nina Frost looks as if she’s been molded of stone. Bingo, Quentin thinks.


  “Objection!”


  “Overruled,” the judge says, narrowing his eyes at the detective.


  “We’ve been friends for a long time.” Ducharme picks through a minefield of words. “I knew Nina was upset, and I did what I could to make it easier.”


  “Such as... help her kill the priest?”


  Nina Frost shoots out of her seat at the defense table. “Objection!”


  Her attorney shoves her back down. Patrick Ducharme looks ready to kill Quentin, which is fine by him, now that the jury thinks it’s possible the detective could have been an accessory to one murder already. “How long have you been a policeman?”


  “Three years.”


  “And before that, you were a detective in the military police?”


  “Yes, for five years.”


  Quentin nods. “As an investigator and a detective and a police officer in both the United States military and the Biddeford Police Department, how often have you testified?”


  “Dozens of times.”


  “You are aware that as a witness, you’re under oath, Detective.”


  “Of course.”


  “You’ve told the court today that during the four hours you spent in a holding cell with the defendant, she sounded crazy.”


  “That’s right.”


  Quentin looks at him. “The day after Father Szyszynski was murdered, you and Detective Chao came in to talk to me at the district attorney’s office. Do you remember what you told me then about the defendant’s state of mind?”


  There is a long stalemate. Finally Ducharme turns away. “I said she knew exactly what she was doing, and that if it was my son, I’d have done the same thing.”


  “So... your opinion the day after the shooting was that Nina Frost was perfectly sane. And your opinion today is that she was crazy. Which one is it, Detective... and what on earth did she do between then and now to make you change your mind?” Quentin asks, and he sinks into his chair and smiles.


  •••


  Fisher is playing the insider with the jury, but I can barely even follow his words. Watching Patrick on the stand has turned me inside out. “You know,” Fisher begins, “I think Mr. Brown was trying to imply something about your relationship with Mrs. Frost that isn’t accurate, and I’d like to have a chance to make clear to the jury what is true. You and Nina were close friends as children, isn’t that right?”


  “Yes.”


  “And like all children, you probably told a fib every now and then?”


  “I suppose so,” Patrick says.


  “But that’s a far cry from perjury, isn’t it?”


  “Yes.”


  “Like all children, you two hatched plots and schemes and maybe even carried through with them?”


  “Sure.”


  Fisher spreads his hands. “But that’s a far cry from planning a murder, right?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “And as children, you two were particularly close. Even now, you’re particularly close. But that’s all you two are—friends. Correct?”


  Patrick looks directly at me. “Of course,” he says.


  •••


  The state rests. Me, I’m too keyed up for that. I pace the confines of the small conference room where I have been left alone—Caleb is checking on Nathaniel, and Fisher has left to call his office. I am standing by the window—something Fisher’s told me not to do, because photographers down there have some super telephoto lenses they’re using—when the door cracks and the sound from the hallway oozes inside. “How is he?” I ask without turning around, assuming Caleb has returned.


  “Tired,” Patrick answers, “but I figure I’ll bounce back.”


  I whirl around and walk to him, but now there is a wall between us, one only he and I can see. Patrick’s eyes, that beautiful blue, are swimming with shadows.


  I state the obvious. “You lied about us. On the stand.”


  “Did I?” He comes closer, and it hurts. To have so little space between us, and to know I cannot erase it entirely.


  We are only friends. It’s all we’re ever going to be. We can wonder, we can pretend otherwise for a single evening, but that is not the measure of a life together. There is no way to know what might have happened if I hadn’t met Caleb; if Patrick hadn’t gone overseas. But I’ve made a world with Caleb. I can’t cut out that piece of myself, any more than I can carve away the part of my heart that belongs to Patrick.


  I love them both; I always will. But this isn’t about me.


  “I didn’t lie, Nina. I did the right thing.” Patrick’s hand comes up to my face, and I turn my cheek into his palm.


  I will be leaving him. I will be leaving everyone.


  “The right thing,” I repeat, “is thinking before I act, so that I stop hurting the people I love.”


  “Your family,” he murmurs.


  I shake my head. “No,” I say, my good-bye. “I meant you.”


  •••


  After court is dismissed, Quentin goes to a bar. But he doesn’t particularly feel like drinking, so he gets into his car and drives aimlessly. He goes to a Wal-Mart and buys $104.35 of items he does not need; he stops at a McDonald’s for dinner. It isn’t until two hours later that he realizes he has somewhere he needs to be.


  It is dark by the time he pulls up to Tanya’s house, and he has trouble getting the passenger out of the car. It wasn’t as difficult as you’d imagine to find a plastic skeleton; the Halloween merchandise at the costume store was discounted sixty percent, heaped into an untidy corner.


  He hauls the skeleton up the driveway like a buddy who’s drunk too much, phalanges dragging on the gravel, and he uses one long bony finger to push in the doorbell. A few moments later, Tanya answers the door.


  She’s still wearing her scrubs, and her braids are pulled back into a ponytail. “Okay,” she says, looking at Quentin and the skeleton. “I’ve got to hear this.”


  He shifts position, so that he can hold the skull and let the rest dangle, freeing up one hand. Quentin points to the shoulder. “Scapula,” he recites. “Ischium, ilium. Maxilla, mandible, fibula, cuboid.” He has labeled each of these on the appropriate bone, with a black permanent marker.


  Tanya starts to close the door. “You’ve lost it, Quentin.”


  “No!” He wedges the wrist of the skeleton inside. “Don’t.” Taking a deep breath, Quentin says, “I bought this for you. I wanted to show you... that I didn’t forget what you taught me.”


  She tilts her head. God, he used to love the way she did that. And how she’d massage her own neck when the muscles got sore. He looks at this woman, who he does not know at all any longer, and thinks she looks just the way home should.


  Tanya’s fingers slip over the bones he could not recall, wide white ribs and parts of the knee and ankle. Then she reaches for Quentin’s arm, and smiles. “You got a lot left to learn,” she replies, and she tugs him inside.


  •••


  That night I dream that I am in court, sitting next to Fisher, when the hair stands up on the back of my neck. The air gets heavier, harder to breathe, and behind me whispers run like mice on the hardscrabble floor. “All rise,” the clerk says, and I’m about to, but then there is the cold click of a gun against my scalp, the surge and stream of a bullet in my brain, and I am falling; I am falling.


  •••


  The sound wakes me. Unmistakable, a celebration of clangs and clatter in ringing tin. Raccoons, but in January?


  In my flannel pajamas I tiptoe downstairs. Stuff my bare feet into boots, my arms into a parka. Just in case, I grab the fireplace poker, and then I slip outside.


  The cover of snow masks my footsteps as I walk the few feet to the garage. As I get closer, the huddled black shape is too large to be a raccoon. The head is bent into the trash. It isn’t until I smack the poker against the can like a gong that the man even lifts his head, dizzy and ringing.


  He is dressed like a cat burglar, and my first, too-charitable thought is that he must be freezing. His hands, covered in rubber gloves, are slick with the contents of my refuse. Like condoms, I think—he does not want to catch any dread disease, and who knows what you can contract by looking at the detritus of someone’s life?


  “What the hell are you doing?” I ask.


  A war plays across his face. Then he takes a tape recorder out of his pocket. “Would you be willing to give me a statement?”


  “You’re a reporter? You’re going through my trash, and you’re a reporter?” I advance on him. “What did you think you would find? What else could you possibly need to say about my life?”


  Now I notice how young he is: Nathaniel, give or take fifteen years. He is shaking, and I don’t know if it is the temperature out here, or the fact that he has come face-to-face with someone as evil as me. “Do your readers want to know that I had my period last week? That I finished a box of Honey Nut Cheerios? That I get too much junk mail?”


  I grab the tape recorder and punch the record button. “You want a statement? I’ll give you a statement. You ask your readers if they can account for every minute of their lives, every thought in their heads, and be proud of it. You ask them if they’ve never jaywalked... never gone thirty-one miles per hour in a thirty-mile zone... if they’ve never sped up when they saw that yellow light. And when you find that single, sorry person who hasn’t taken a misstep, that one person with the right to judge me, you tell him he’s just as human as I am. That tomorrow, his world could turn upside down and he might find himself capable of actions he’d never believed possible.” I turn away, my voice breaking. “You tell him... he could have been me.”


  Then I take the tape recorder and throw it as hard and far as I can, into a high drift of snow. I walk inside and lock the door behind me, lean against it, and catch my breath.


  Nothing I do will bring back Father Szyszynski. But nothing I do will ever wipe from my mind the error I’ve made. No jail sentence can punish me more than I will punish myself, or turn back time, or keep me from thinking that Arthur Gwynne deserved to die as much as his half-brother didn’t.


  I have been moving in slow motion, waiting for an inevitable ax to fall, listening to testimony as if these witnesses are discussing the destiny of a stranger. But now, I feel myself waking. The future may unfold in indelible strokes, but it doesn’t mean we have to read the same line over and over. That’s exactly the fate I didn’t want for Nathaniel... so why should I want it for me?


  Snow starts to fall, like a blessing.


  I want my life back.


  


  The bird looked like a tiny dinosaur, too small to have feathers or know how to open its eyes. It was on the ground next to a stick shaped like a V, and a yellow-hatted acorn. Its mouth folded back, a hinge, and one stub of a wing flopped. I could see the outline of its heart.


  “It’s okay.” I got down on the ground so I wouldn’t be so scary. But it just lay there on its side, its belly swelled like a balloon.


  When I looked up, I could see its brothers and sisters in the nest.


  With one finger I pushed it onto my hand. “Mom!”


  “What’s the matter? Oh, Nathaniel!” She made that click with her tongue and grabbed my wrist, pushing it back to the ground. “Don’t pick it up!”


  “But... but...” Anyone could see how sick it was. You were supposed to help people who were too sick or sad to take care of themselves; Father Glen said so all the time. So why not birds, too?


  “Once a human touches the baby, its mother doesn’t want it anymore.” And just like she said, the big robin came out of the sky and hopped right past the baby. “Now you know better,” she said.


  I kept staring at the bird. I wondered if it would stay there next to the V stick and the acorn until it died. I covered it with a big leaf, so that it would stay warm. “If I was a bird and someone touched me, would I die?”


  “If you were a bird,” she said, “I never would have let you fall out of the nest.”


  EIGHT


  These are the things he takes: his Yomega Brain yo-yo; the starfish arm he found on a beach. His Bravest Boy ribbon, a flashlight, a Batman trading card. Seventy-six pennies, two dimes, and a Canadian quarter. A granola bar and a bag of jellybeans left over from Easter. They are treasures he brought with him when he moved to the motel with his father; he cannot leave them behind now. Everything fits in the white pillowcase and thumps lightly against Nathaniel’s stomach when he zips it up inside his coat.


  “You all set?” his father asks, the words lobbed like a stick into a field and forgotten. Nathaniel wonders why he’s even bothered to try to keep this a secret, when his dad is too busy to notice him anyway. He climbs into the passenger seat of the truck and fastens the seat belt—then on second thought, unlatches it.


  If he’s going to be really bad, he might as well start now.


  •••


  Once, the man at the cleaner’s offered to take Nathaniel to see where the big moving millipede of pressed clothes began. His dad had lifted him over the counter and he’d followed Mr. Sarni into the way back, where the clothes were being cleaned. The air was so heavy and wet that Nathaniel wheezed as he pushed the big red button; started the conveyor of hangers chugging in its loop again. The air in the courthouse, it reminds Nathaniel of that. Maybe it’s not as hot here, or as sticky, but it is hard to breathe all the same.


  When his dad brings him to the playroom downstairs with Monica, they speak in marshmallow bites of words that they think Nathaniel cannot hear. He does not know what a hostile witness is, or juror bias. But when his father talks the lines on his face appear on Monica’s, like it is a mirror.


  “Nathaniel,” she says, fake-bright, as soon as his dad goes upstairs. “Let’s take off that coat.”


  “I’m cold,” he lies, and he hugs his pack against his middle.


  She is careful to never touch Nathaniel, and he wonders if that’s because Monica has the X-ray vision to see how dirty he is on the inside. She looks at him when she thinks he doesn’t see, and her eyes are as deep as a pond. His mom stares at him with the same expression. It is all because of Father Gwynne; Nathaniel wishes just once someone would come up to him and think of him as some kid, instead of The One This Happened To.


  What Father Gwynne did was wrong—Nathaniel knew it then, from the way his skin shivered; and he knows it now, from talking to Dr. Robichaud and Monica. They have said over and over that it isn’t Nathaniel’s fault. But that doesn’t keep him from turning around sometimes, really fast, sure that he’s felt someone’s breath on his neck. And it doesn’t keep him from wondering if he cut himself open at the belly, like his father does when he catches a trout, would he find that black knot that hurts all the time?


  •••


  “So, how are we doing this morning?” Fisher asks, as soon as I sit down beside him.


  “Shouldn’t you know that?” I watch the clerk set a stack of files on the judge’s bench. The jury box, without its members, looks cavernous.


  Fisher pats my shoulder. “It’s our turn,” he assures me. “I’m going to spend the whole day making the jurors forget what Brown told them.”


  I turn to him. “The witnesses—”


  “—will do a good job. Trust me, Nina. By lunchtime, everyone in this court is going to think you were crazy.”


  As the side door opens and the jury files in, I look away and wonder how to tell Fisher that’s not what I want, after all.


  •••


  “I have to pee,” Nathaniel announces.


  “Okay.” Monica puts down the book she has been reading to him and stands up, waiting for Nathaniel to follow her to the door. They walk down the hall together to the restrooms. Nathaniel’s mother doesn’t let him in the boy’s room by himself, but it’s okay here, because there’s only one potty and Monica can check before he goes inside. “Wash your hands,” she reminds him, and she pushes open the door so Nathaniel can go inside.


  Nathaniel sits on the cold seat of the toilet to muddle it all out. He let Father Gwynne do all those things—and it was bad. He was bad; but he didn’t get punished. In fact, ever since he was so bad, everyone’s been paying extra attention to Nathaniel, and being extra nice.


  His mother did something really bad, too—because, she said, it was the best way to fix what happened.


  Nathaniel tries to make sense of all this, but the truths are too tangled in his head. All he knows is that for whatever reason, the world is upside-down. People are breaking rules like crazy—and instead of getting into trouble, it’s the only way to make things right again.


  He pulls up his pants, cinches the bottom of his jacket, and flushes. Then he closes the lid and climbs from the tank to the toilet tissue holder to the little ledge up high. The window there is tiny, only for fancy, because this is a basement floor. But Nathaniel can open it and he’s small enough to slip through.


  He finds himself behind the courthouse, in one of the window wells. Nobody notices a kid his size. Nathaniel skirts the trucks and vans in the parking lot, crosses the frozen lawn. He starts walking aimlessly down the highway, not holding an adult’s hand, intent on running away. Three bad things, he thinks, all at once.


  •••


  “Dr. O’Brien,” Fisher asks, “when did Mrs. Frost first come to your office?”


  “On December twelfth.” At ease on the stand—as he should be, for all the testimony he’s given in his career—the psychiatrist relaxes in the witness chair. With the silver hair at his temples and his casual pose, he looks like he could be Fisher’s brother.


  “What materials had you received before you met with her?”


  “An introductory letter from you, a copy of the police report, the videotape taken by WCSH-TV, and the psychiatric report prepared by Dr. Storrow, the state’s psychiatrist, who had examined her two weeks earlier.”


  “How long did you meet with Mrs. Frost that first day?”


  “An hour.”


  “What was her state of mind when you met?”


  “The focus of the conversation was on her son. She was very concerned about his safety,” O’Brien says. “Her child had been rendered mute; she was frantic with worry; she was feeling guilt as a working mother who hadn’t been around enough to see what had been going on. Moreover, her specialized knowledge of the court system made her aware of the effects of molestation on children... and more anxious about her son’s ability to survive the legal process without significant trauma. After considering the circumstances that led Mrs. Frost to my office, as well as meeting with her in person, I concluded that she was a classic example of someone suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder.”


  “How might that have affected her mental stability on the morning of October thirtieth?”


  O’Brien leans forward to address the jury. “Mrs. Frost knew she was heading to court to face her son’s abuser. She believed wholeheartedly that her son was permanently scarred by the event. She believed that testifying—as a witness, or even at a competency hearing—would be devastating to the child. Finally, she believed that the abuser would eventually be acquitted. All this was going through her mind, and as she drove to the courthouse, she became more and more agitated—and less and less herself—until she finally snapped. By the moment she put the gun to Father Szyszynski’s head, she could not consciously stop herself from shooting him—it was an involuntary reflex.”


  The jury was listening, at least; some of them were brave enough to sneak glances at me. I tried for an expression that fell somewhere between Contrite and Shattered.


  “Doctor, when was the last time you saw Mrs. Frost?”


  “A week ago.” O’Brien smiles kindly at me. “She feels more capable of protecting her son now, and she understands that her means of doing it was not right. In fact, she is filled with remorse for her previous actions.”


  “Does Mrs. Frost still suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder?”


  “PTSD isn’t like chicken pox, which can be cured forever. In my opinion, however, Mrs. Frost is at a point where she understands her own feelings and thoughts and can keep herself from letting them overwhelm her. With subsequent outpatient therapy, I believe she will function quite normally.”


  This lie cost Fisher, and therefore me, two thousand dollars. But it is worth it: Several members of the jury are nodding. Maybe honesty is overvalued. What’s truly priceless is picking out from a stream of falsehoods the ones you most need to hear.


  •••


  Nathaniel’s feet hurt, and his toes are frozen in his boots. His mittens are in the playroom, so the tips of his fingers have turned pink, even buried in the pockets of his jacket. When he counts out loud, just to have something to do, the numbers hang in front of him, curled in the cold.


  Because he knows better, he climbs over the guardrail and runs into the middle of the highway. A bus zooms by, its horn flaring as it swerves into the distance.


  Nathaniel spreads his arms for balance, and begins to walk the tightrope of the dotted line.


  •••


  “Dr. O’Brien,” Quentin Brown says. “You believe Mrs. Frost feels capable of protecting her son now?”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “So who’s she going to pull a gun on next?”


  The psychiatrist shifts in the chair. “I don’t believe she’ll go to that extreme.”


  The prosecutor purses his lips, considering. “Maybe not now. But what about in two months... two years? Some kid on the playground threatens her son. Or a teacher looks at him the wrong way. Is she going to spend the rest of her life playing Dirty Harry?”


  O’Brien raises a brow. “Mr. Brown, this wasn’t a situation where someone looked at her son the wrong way. He had been sexually molested. She believed that she knew beyond a reasonable doubt who’d done it. I also understand that the individual who was eventually identified as the real perpetrator has since died of natural causes, so she certainly no longer has an alleged vendetta to fulfill.”


  “Doctor, you reviewed the state psychiatrist’s report. Isn’t it true that you reached the exact opposite conclusion that he did, regarding Mrs. Frost’s mental state? That he not only deemed her competent to stand trial but also believed she was sane at the time of the offense?”


  “Yes, Dr. Storrow did indicate that. But this is the first evaluation he’s done for a court. On the other hand, I’ve been a forensic psychiatrist for over forty years.”


  “And you don’t come cheap, do you?” Brown says. “Isn’t the defense paying you for your testimony today?”


  “My fee is two thousand dollars per day, plus expenses,” O’Brien answers, shrugging.


  There is a stir in the back of the courtroom. “Doctor, I believe you used the words ‘she finally snapped.’ Is that correct?”


  “That’s not the clinical term, of course, but it’s the way I would describe it in conversation.”


  “Did she snap before or after she drove to the gun store?” Brown asks.


  “Clearly, that was part of her continuing mental decline...”


  “Did she snap before or after she loaded six rounds into a nine millimeter semiautomatic handgun?”


  “As I said earlier, that would be part—”


  “Did she snap before or after she slipped past the metal detector, knowing the bailiff wouldn’t stop her?”


  “Mr. Brown—”


  “And, Doctor, did she snap before or after she very carefully aimed at one person and only one person’s head in a crowded courtroom?”


  O’Brien’s mouth flattens. “As I told the court before, at that point Mrs. Frost had no control over her actions. She could no more stop herself from shooting the priest than she could stop herself from breathing.”


  “She sure managed to stop someone else from breathing, though, didn’t she?” Brown crosses toward the jury box. “You’re an expert on post-traumatic stress disorder, aren’t you?”


  “I’m considered to be rather knowledgeable in the field, yes.”


  “And PTSD is triggered by a traumatic event?”


  “That’s correct.”


  “You first met Mrs. Frost after Father Szyszynski’s death?”


  “Yes.”


  “And,” Brown says, “you believe that it was the molestation of Mrs. Frost’s son that triggered her PTSD?”


  “Yes.”


  “How do you know it wasn’t shooting the priest?”


  “It’s possible,” O’Brien concedes. “It’s just that the other trauma came first.”


  “Isn’t it true that Vietnam veterans can be plagued by PTSD their whole lives? That thirty years later these men still wake up with nightmares?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then you can’t, with any degree of scientific certainty, tell this jury that the defendant is over the illness that—in your words—caused her to snap?”


  More raised voices from the rear of the courtroom. I focus my attention forward.


  “I doubt that Mrs. Frost will ever completely forget the events of the past few months,” O’Brien says diplomatically. “However, in my personal opinion, she is not dangerous now... nor will she be dangerous in the future.”


  “Then again, Doctor,” Brown says, “you’re not wearing a white collar.”


  “Please,” a familiar voice shouts, and then Monica shoves away from the bailiff restraining her and runs up the central aisle of the courtroom. Alone. She crouches down beside Caleb. “It’s Nathaniel,” she sobs. “He’s gone missing.”


  •••


  The judge grants a recess, and the bailiffs in the courtroom are sent to look for Nathaniel. Patrick calls in the county sheriff and the state police. Fisher volunteers to appease the frenzy of media that’s caught wind of a new problem.


  I can’t go, because I am still wearing that fucking electronic bracelet.


  I think of Nathaniel, kidnapped. Of him wandering into the boxcar of an old train and freezing to death. Of the ship where he might stow away when no one is looking. He could travel the world, and I would still be imprisoned by these four walls.


  “He told me he had to go to the bathroom,” Monica says tearfully. We wait in the lobby, which has been emptied of reporters. I know she wants absolution, but I’ll be damned if I am going to give it to her. “I thought maybe he was feeling sick, because it was taking so long. But when I went in, that window was open.” She grabs my sleeve. “I don’t think he was taken by anyone, Nina. I think he just did this for the attention.”


  “Monica.” I am holding onto the thinnest filament of control. I remind myself that she could not have known what Nathaniel would do. That nobody is perfect; and that I had not protected him any better, apparently, than she could. But still.


  Irony: I will be acquitted, and my son will be gone.


  Out of a crowd of cries, I have always been able to hear Nathaniel’s. As an infant; on a playground full of children; even with my eyes closed, playing Marco Polo in the shallow end of a pool. Maybe if I cry loud enough, now, Nathaniel will be able to hear me.


  Two bright circles of color have appeared on Monica’s cheeks. “What can I do?” she whispers.


  “Bring him back.” Then I walk away, because guilt is not only contagious but also deadly.


  •••


  Caleb watches the police speed away in their cruisers, the lights flashing. Maybe they’ll attract Nathaniel; maybe not. He knows one thing—these officers have forgotten what it is like to be five. To this end, he puts his back up against the window that leads into the basement bathroom. He kneels, until he is Nathaniel’s height. Then he squints, taking into account everything that might capture his attention.


  A clump of matted bushes, bare and shaking. An umbrella, turned inside out by the wind and discarded. A handicapped ramp painted with yellow zigzagged lines.


  “Mr. Frost.” The deep voice startles Caleb. He gets to his feet and turns to find the prosecutor standing there, shoulders hunched against the cold.


  When Monica ran into the courtroom to deliver the bad news, Fisher Carrington took one look at Nina’s face and requested a recess. Brown, on the other hand, stood up and asked the judge if this might not be a ploy for sympathy. “For all we know,” he said, “the boy is safe and sound in a conference room upstairs.”


  It didn’t take him long to realize his tactical error, as the jury watched Nina become hysterical. But all the same, he is the last person Caleb expects to see out here.


  “I just wanted to tell you,” Brown says now, “if there’s anything I can do...”


  He lets his sentence trail off. “You can do something, all right,” Caleb replies. Both men know what it is; know it has nothing to do with Nathaniel.


  The prosecutor nods and walks inside. Caleb gets down on his knees again. He begins to move in a spiral around the court building, like the way he lays stone in a round patio—widening his circles so that he leaves out no space and maintains the arc of the ring. He does this as he does everything—slowly and tenaciously—until he is certain that he’s seeing the world through the eyes of his son.


  •••


  On the other side of the highway is a steep hill that Nathaniel slides down on his bottom. His pants snag on a branch and rip and it doesn’t matter, because no one will punish him. He steps in melting puddles of icy water and through the ragged seam of the treeline, where he walks until he stumbles over a piece of the forest that has been left out by mistake.


  It is the size of his bed at home and has been flattened by the tracks of animals. Nathaniel sits down on a log at the edge and pulls his pillowcase out from inside his coat. He takes out his granola bar and eats halfway, then decides to save the rest. He turns on his flashlight and holds it up to his palm so that the back of his hand glows red.


  When the deer come, Nathaniel holds his breath. He remembers what his father told him—they are more afraid of us than we are afraid of them. The big one, a doe, has a coat the color of caramels and tiny high-heeled hoofs. Her baby looks the same, with white spots on her back, as if she has not been colored in the whole way. They bend their long throats to the ground, pushing through the snow with their noses.


  It is the mother deer who finds the grass. Just a tuft, hardly a bite. But instead of eating it she shoves the fawn closer. She watches the baby eat, although it means she herself will get nothing.


  It makes Nathaniel want to give her the other half of his granola bar.


  But the minute he reaches into his pillowcase the heads of the deer jerk up, and they leap from all four feet, their tails white sails as they disappear farther into the woods.


  Nathaniel examines the rip on the back of his pants; the muddy tops of his boots. He places the half of the granola bar on the log, in case the deer come back. Then he gets up and slowly heads back toward the road.


  •••


  Patrick has canvassed a one-mile square around the courthouse, certain that Nathaniel left of his own free will, and even more certain that the kid couldn’t have gotten much farther. He picks up his radio to place a call to the Alfred dispatch, asking if anyone’s found anything yet, when a movement at the side of the road strikes his eye. As he watches, a quarter mile up the road, Nathaniel crawls over the iron horse of the guardrail and starts walking along the shoulder of the highway.


  “I’ll be damned,” Patrick breathes, pulling his truck forward slightly. It looks like Nathaniel knows exactly where he is going; from this spot, even someone as small as Weed would be able to see the high roof of the courthouse. But the boy can’t see what Patrick can, from the high cab of his truck—Caleb, coming closer on the opposite side of the road.


  He watches Nathaniel look right and then left, and Patrick realizes what he is planning to do. Sticking his flashing magnetic light on the roof of the truck, Patrick hurriedly swerves to block traffic. He gets out and clears the way, so that by the time Nathaniel sees his father waiting, he can run across the highway and into Caleb’s arms safely.


  •••


  “Don’t do that again,” I say into Nathaniel’s soft neck, holding him close to me. “Ever. Do you hear me?”


  He pulls back, puts his palms on my cheeks. “Are you mad at me?”


  “No. Yes. I will be, anyway, when I’m done being so happy.” I hug him tighter. “What were you thinking?”


  “That I’m bad,” he says flatly.


  Over Nathaniel’s head, I meet Caleb’s eyes. “No you’re not, sweetheart. Running away, that wasn’t good. You could have been hurt; and you worried me and Daddy like you can’t believe.” I hesitate, picking my words. “But you can do a bad thing and not be a bad person.”


  “Like Father Gwynne?”


  I freeze. “Actually, no. He did a bad thing, and he was a bad person.”


  Nathaniel looks up at me. “What about you?”


  •••


  Shortly after Dr. Robichaud, Nathaniel’s psychiatrist, takes the stand, Quentin Brown is on his feet to object. “Your Honor, what does this witness have to offer?”


  “Judge, this goes to my client’s state of mind,” Fisher argues. “The information she received from Dr. Robichaud regarding her son’s declining condition was highly relevant to her mental status on October thirtieth.”


  “I’ll allow it,” Judge Neal rules.


  “Doctor, have you treated other children who were rendered mute after sexual abuse?” Fisher asks.


  “Yes, unfortunately.”


  “In some of these cases, do children never regain their voices?”


  “It can take years.”


  “Did you have any way of knowing whether this would be a long-term condition for Nathaniel Frost?”


  “No,” Dr. Robichaud says. “In fact, that was why I began to teach him rudimentary sign language. He was becoming frustrated with his inability to communicate.”


  “Did it help?”


  “For a while,” the psychiatrist admits. “Then he began talking again.”


  “Was the progress steady?”


  “No. It broke down when Nathaniel lost contact with Mrs. Frost for a week.”


  “Do you know why?”


  “I understood she was charged with violating her bail conditions and was imprisoned.”


  “Did you see Nathaniel during the week that his mother was in jail?”


  “Yes, I did. Mr. Frost brought him in, quite upset that the child was no longer speaking. He’d regressed to the point where all he would sign for was his mother.”


  “In your opinion, what caused that regression?”


  “Clearly, it was the sudden and prolonged separation from Mrs. Frost,” Dr. Robichaud says.


  “How did Nathaniel’s condition change when his mother was released again?”


  “He cried out for her.” The psychiatrist smiles. “A joyful noise.”


  “And, Doctor, were he to undergo a sudden and prolonged separation from his mother again... what do you think the likely outcome would be for Nathaniel?”


  “Objection!” Quentin calls.


  “Withdrawn.”


  Moments later, the prosecutor stands up to cross-examine. “In dealing with five-year-olds, Doctor, don’t you find that they often become confused about events?”


  “Absolutely. That’s why courts have competency hearings, Mr. Brown.”


  At the very mention, Judge Neal gives him a warning glance. “Dr. Robichaud, in your experience, court cases of this type take several months to several years to come to trial, don’t they?”


  “Yes.”


  “And the developmental difference between a five-year-old and a seven-year-old is significant, isn’t it?”


  “Definitely.”


  “In fact, haven’t you treated children who seemed like they might have trouble testifying when they first came to you... yet a year or two later—after therapy and time had healed them a bit—they were able to take the stand without a setback?”


  “Yes.”


  “Isn’t it true that you have no way of predicting whether Nathaniel would have been able to testify a few years from now without it causing significant psychological harm?”


  “No, there’s no way to say what might have happened in the future.”


  Quentin turns toward me. “As a prosecutor, Mrs. Frost would certainly be aware of this time lag for court appearances, don’t you think?”


  “Yes.”


  “And as the mother of a child this age, she would be aware of the development changes possible over the next few years?”


  “Yes. In fact, I tried to tell Mrs. Frost that in a year or so, Nathaniel might be doing far better than she expected. That he might even be capable of testifying on his own behalf.”


  The prosecutor nods. “Unfortunately, though, the defendant killed Father Szyszynski before we could find out.”


  Quentin withdraws the statement before Fisher can even object. I tug on the edge of his jacket. “I have to talk to you.” He stares at me as if I have lost my mind. “Yes,” I say. “Now.”


  •••


  I know what Quentin Brown is thinking, because I have seen a case through his eyes. I proved she murdered him. I did my job. And maybe I have learned not to interfere in the lives of others, but surely it’s my responsibility to save myself. “It’s up to me,” I tell Fisher in the conference room. “I need to give them a reason to say it doesn’t matter.”


  Fisher shakes his head. “You know what happens when defense attorneys overtry a case. The prosecution has the burden of proof, and all I can do is pick holes in it. But if I pick too hard, the whole thing deflates. Put on one too many witnesses, and the defense loses.”


  “I understand what you’re saying. But Fisher, the prosecution did prove that I murdered Szyszynski. And I’m not your average witness.” I take a deep breath. “Sure, there are cases where the defense loses because they put on one witness too many. But there are other cases where the prosecution loses because the jury hears from the defendant. They know horrible things have been done—and they want to hear why, right from the horse’s mouth.”


  “Nina, you can barely sit still when I’m doing cross-exams, you want to object so badly. I can’t put you on the stand as a witness when you’re such a goddamned prosecutor.” Fisher sits down across from me, splaying his hands on the table. “You think in facts. But just because you’re telling the jury something doesn’t mean they’re going to accept it as reality. After all the groundwork I’ve laid, they like me; they believe me. If I tell them you were so overcome with emotion you were beyond rational thought, they’ll buy it. On the other hand, no matter what you say to them, they’re predisposed to think you’re a liar.”


  “Not if I tell them the truth.”


  “That you really meant to shoot the other guy?”


  “That I wasn’t crazy.”


  “Nina,” Fisher says softly, “that’ll undo your whole defense. You can’t tell them that.”


  “Why not, Fisher? Why can’t I make twelve lousy people understand that somewhere between a good deed and a bad deed are a thousand shades of gray? Right now, Quentin’s got me convicted, because he’s told them what I was thinking that day. If I take the stand, I can give them an alternative version. I can explain what I did, why it was wrong, and why I couldn’t see that, then. Either they’ll send me to jail... or they’ll send me home with my son. How can I not take that chance?”


  Fisher stares down at the table. “You keep this up,” he says after a moment, “and I may have to hire you when we’re through.” He holds out a hand, counting off on his fingers. “You answer only the questions I ask. The minute you start trying to educate the jury I’m yanking you off. If I mention temporary insanity, you damn well find a way to support it without perjuring yourself. And if you show any temper whatsoever, get ready for a nice long stay in prison.”


  “Okay.” I leap to my feet, ready to go.


  But Fisher doesn’t move. “Nina. Just so you know... even if you can’t convince that jury, you’ve convinced me.”


  Three months ago, if I’d heard that from a defense attorney, I’d have laughed. But now I smile at Fisher, wait for him to come up beside me at the door. We walk into that courtroom as a team.


  •••


  My office, for the past seven years, has been a courtroom. It’s a space that is intimidating for many people, but not for me. I know what the rules are there: when to approach the clerk, when to talk to the jury, how to lean back and whisper to someone in the gallery without calling attention to myself. But now I am sitting in a part of that office I’ve never been in before. I am not allowed to move. I am not allowed to do the work I usually do.


  I’m starting to see why so many people fear this.


  The witness box is so small my knees bump up against the front. The stares of a couple hundred people poke at me, tiny needles. I think of what I have told thousands of witnesses during my career: Your job is to do three things: Listen to the question, answer the question, and stop talking. I remember something my boss used to say all the time—that the best witnesses were truck drivers and assembly line workers because they were far less likely to run off at the mouth than, for example, overeducated lawyers.


  Fisher hands me the restraining order I took out against Caleb. “Why did you procure this, Nina?”


  “I thought at the time that Nathaniel had identified my husband as the person who’d sexually abused him.”


  “What did your husband do to make you believe this?”


  I find Caleb in the gallery, shake my head. “Absolutely nothing.”


  “Yet you took the extraordinary step of getting a restraining order to prevent him from seeing his own child?”


  “I was focused on protecting my son. If Nathaniel said this was the person who hurt him... well, I did the only thing I could to keep him safe.”


  “When did you decide to terminate the restraining order?” Fisher asks.


  “When I realized that my son had been signing the word father not to identify Caleb, but to identify a priest.”


  “Is that the point where you believed Father Szyszynski was the abuser?”


  “It was a lot of things. First, a doctor told me that anal penetration had occurred. Then came Nathaniel’s hand sign. Then he whispered a name to Detective Ducharme that sounded like ‘Father Glen.’ And finally, Detective Ducharme told me he’d found my son’s underwear at St. Anne’s.” I swallow hard. “I’ve spent seven years putting together pieces to make cases that will stand up in court. I was just doing what seemed absolutely logical to me.”


  Fisher glares at me. Absolutely logical. Oh, damn.


  “Nina, listen carefully to my next question, please,” Fisher warns. “When you started to believe that Father Szyszynski was your son’s abuser, how did you feel?”


  “I was a mess. This was a man I’d trusted with my own beliefs and my family’s beliefs. With my son. I was angry with myself because I’d been working so hard—if I’d been home more, I might have seen this coming. And I was frustrated because now that Nathaniel had identified a suspect, I knew the next step would be—”


  “Nina,” Fisher interrupts. Answer the question, I remind myself with a mental kick. Then shut up.


  Brown smiles. “Your Honor, let her finish answering.”


  “Yes, Mr. Carrington,” the judge agrees. “I don’t believe Mrs. Frost is done.”


  “Actually I am,” I say quickly.


  “Did you discuss the best plan of action for your son with his psychiatrist?”


  I shake my head. “There was no best plan of action. I’ve tried hundreds of cases involving child victims. Even if Nathaniel started speaking normally again, and got stronger... even if there were a year or two before the case went to trial... well, the priest never admitted to what he did. That means it all hinged on my son.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Without a confession, the only thing a prosecutor’s got against the defendant is the child’s testimony. That means Nathaniel would have had to go through a competency hearing. He’d get up, in a room full of people like this, and say what that man had done to him. That man, of course, would be sitting six feet away, watching—and you can be sure that he’s told the child, more than once, not to tell. But no one would be sitting next to Nathaniel and nobody would be holding him, nobody would be telling him it’s okay to talk now.


  “Either Nathaniel would be terrified and fall apart during this hearing, and the judge would rule him not competent to stand trial—which means that the abuser would never get punished... or Nathaniel would be told he was able to stand trial—which means he’d have to go through it all over again in court, with the stakes cranked up a notch and a whole new set of people watching. Including twelve jurors predisposed to not believe him, because he’s only a child.” I turn to the jury. “I’m not all too comfortable here, now, and I’ve been in a courtroom every day for the past seven years. It’s scary to be trapped in this box. It’s scarring for any witness. But we were not talking about any witness. We were talking about Nathaniel.”


  “What about the best-case scenario?” Fisher asks gently. “What if, after all that, the abuser was put in jail?”


  “The priest would have been in prison for ten years, only ten years, because that’s what people with no criminal record get for destroying a child’s life. He would have most likely been paroled before Nathaniel even hit puberty.” I shake my head. “How can anyone consider that a best-case scenario? How can any court say that would protect my son?”


  Fisher takes one last look at me and requests a recess.


  •••


  In the conference room upstairs, Fisher crouches down in front of my chair. “Repeat after me,” he says.


  “Oh, come on.”


  “Repeat after me: I am a witness. I am not an attorney.”


  Rolling my eyes, I recite, “I am a witness. I am not an attorney.”


  “I will listen to the question, answer the question, and shut up,” Fisher continues.


  If I were in Fisher’s shoes, I would want the same promise from my witness. But I am not in Fisher’s shoes. And by the same token, he isn’t in mine. “Fisher. Look at me. I am the woman who crossed the line. The one who actually did what any parent would want to do in this horrible situation. Every single person on that jury is looking at me and trying to figure out whether that makes me a monster or a hero.” I look down, feeling the sudden prick of tears. “It’s something I’m still trying to figure out. I can’t tell them why I did it. But I can explain that when Nathaniel’s life changes, mine changes. That if Nathaniel never gets over this, then neither will I. And when you look at it that way, sticking to the testimony doesn’t seem quite as important, does it?” When Fisher doesn’t answer, I reach as far down inside me as I can for whatever confidence has been left behind. “I know what I’m doing,” I tell Fisher. “I’m completely in control.”


  He shakes his head. “Nina,” he sighs, “why do you think I’m so worried?”


  •••


  “What were you thinking when you woke up the morning of October thirtieth?” Fisher asks me, minutes later.


  “That this would be the worst day of my life.”


  Fisher turns, surprised. After all, we have not rehearsed this. “Why? Father Szyszynski was about to be arraigned.”


  “Yes. But once he was charged, that speedy trial clock would start ticking. Either they’d bring him to trial or let him go. And that meant Nathaniel would have to get involved again.”


  “When you arrived at the courthouse, what happened?”


  “Thomas LaCroix, the prosecutor, said they were going to try to clear the courtroom because this was such a high-profile case. It meant the arraignment would be delayed.”


  “What did you do?”


  “I told my husband I had to go to the office.”


  “Did you?”


  I shake my head. “I wound up at a gun shop, in the parking lot. I didn’t really know how I’d gotten there, but I knew it was a place I was supposed to be.”


  “What did you do?”


  “I went in when the store opened, and I bought a gun.”


  “And then?”


  “I put the gun in my purse and went back to court for the arraignment.”


  “Did you plan what you were going to do with the gun during the drive?” Fisher asks.


  “No. The only thing on my mind was Nathaniel.”


  Fisher lets this lie for a moment. “What did you do when you arrived at the courthouse?”


  “I walked in.”


  “Did you think about the metal detectors?”


  “No, I never do. I just walk around them because I’m a prosecutor. I do it twenty times a day.”


  “Did you purposefully go around the metal detectors because you were carrying a gun in your purse?”


  “At that moment,” I answer, “I was not thinking at all.”


  •••


  I am watching the door, just watching the door, and the priest is going to come out of it at any moment. My head, it’s pounding past the words that Caleb says. I have to see him. I can’t hear anything but my blood, that buzzing. He will come through that door.


  When the knob turns, I hold my breath. When the door swings open, and the bailiff appears first, time stops. And then the whole room falls away and it is me and him, with Nathaniel bound between us like glue. I cannot look at him, and then I cannot look away.


  The priest turns his head and, unerringly, his eyes find mine.


  Without saying a word, he speaks: I forgive you.


  It is the thought of him pardoning me that breaks something loose inside. My hand slides into my purse and with almost casual indifference I let it happen.


  Do you know how sometimes you know you are dreaming, even while it occurs? The gun is tugged forward like a magnet, until it comes within inches of his head. At the moment I pull the trigger I am not thinking of Szyszynski; I am not thinking of Nathaniel; I am not even thinking of revenge.


  Just one word, clamped between the vise of my teeth:


  No.


  •••


  “Nina!” Fisher hisses, close to my face. “Are you all right?”


  I blink at him, then at the jury staring at me. “Yes. I’m... sorry.”


  But in my head I’m still there. I hadn’t expected the recoil of the gun. For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. Kill a man, and you will be punished.


  “Did you struggle when the guards fell on top of you?”


  “No,” I murmur. “I just wanted to know he was dead.”


  “Is that when Detective Ducharme took you into the holding cell?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did you say anything to him back there?”


  “That I didn’t have any choice. I had to do it.”


  Which, it turns out, was true. I had said it, at the time, to deliberately sound crazy. But what those psychiatrists have testified to is technically accurate—I had no conscious control of my actions. They are only wrong in thinking that this means I was insane. What I did was no mental illness, no psychotic break. It was instinct.


  Fisher pauses. “You found out some time later that, in fact, Father Szyszynski was not the man who sexually abused your son. How did that make you feel?”


  “I wanted to be put in jail.”


  “Do you still feel that way?” Fisher asks.


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  In that instant, my eye falls on the defense table, where neither Fisher nor I are sitting. It is already a ghost town, I think. “I did what I did to keep my son safe. But how can I keep him safe when I’m not with him?”


  Fisher catches my eye meaningfully. “Will you ever take the law into your own hands again?”


  Oh, I know what he wants me to say. I know, because it is what I would try to draw from a witness at this moment too. But I have told myself enough lies. I’m not going to hand-feed them to this jury, too.


  “I wish I could tell you I never would... but that wouldn’t be true. I thought I knew this world. I thought I could control it. But just when you think you’ve got your life by the reins, that’s when it’s most likely to run away with you.


  “I killed someone.” The words burn on my tongue. “No, not just someone, but a wonderful man. An innocent man. That’s something I’m going to carry with me, forever. And like any burden, it is going to get heavier and heavier... except I’ll never be able to put it down, because now it’s a part of who I am.” Turning to the jury, I repeat, “I would like to tell you that I’d never do anything like this again, but then, I never thought I was capable of doing anything like this in the first place. And as it turned out, I was wrong.”


  Fisher, I think, is going to kill me. It is hard to see him through the tears. But my heart isn’t hammering, and my soul is still. An equal and opposite reaction. After all this time, it turns out that the best way to atone for doing something blatantly wrong is to do something else blatantly right.


  •••


  But for the grace of God, Quentin thinks, and it could be him sitting in that box. After all, there is not that much difference between himself and Nina Frost. Maybe he wouldn’t have killed for his son, but he certainly greased wheels to make Gideon’s conviction for drug possession go down much easier than it might have. Quentin can even remember that visceral pang that came when he found out about Gideon—not because he’d broken the law, like Tanya thought, but because his boy must have been scared shitless by the system. Yes, under different circumstances, Quentin might have liked Nina; might even have had something to talk to her about over a beer. Still, you make a bed, you’ve got to lie in it... which has landed Nina on the other side of the witness box, and Quentin six feet away and determined to take her down.


  He raises one eyebrow. “You’re telling us that in spite of everything you know about the court system and child abuse cases, on the morning of October thirtieth you woke up with no intention of killing Father Szyszynski?”


  “That’s right.”


  “And that as you drove to the courthouse for this man’s arraignment, which—as you said—would start the clock ticking... at that point, you had no plans to kill Father Szyszynski?”


  “No, I didn’t.”


  “Ah.” Quentin paces past the front of the witness stand. “I guess it came to you in a flash of inspiration when you were driving to the gun store.”


  “Actually, no.”


  “Was it when you asked Moe to load the semiautomatic weapon for you?”


  “No.”


  “So I suppose when you skirted the metal detector, back at the courthouse, killing Father Szyszynski was still not part of your plan?”


  “It wasn’t.”


  “When you walked into the courtroom, Mrs. Frost, and took up a position that would give you the best vantage point to kill Glen Szyszynski without harming anyone else in the room... even that, at that moment, you had no plans to kill the man?”


  Her nostrils flare. “No, Mr. Brown, I didn’t.”


  “What about at the moment you pulled the gun out of your pocketbook and shoved it up to Glen Szyszynski’s temple? Did you still have no plans to kill him then?”


  Nina’s lips draw tight as a purse. “You need to give an answer,” Judge Neal says.


  “I told the court earlier I wasn’t thinking at all at that moment.”


  Quentin’s drawn first blood, he knows it. “Mrs. Frost, isn’t it true that you’ve handled over two hundred child molestation cases in your seven years with the district attorney’s office?”


  “Yes.”


  “Of those two hundred cases, twenty went to trial?”


  “Yes.”


  “And of those, twelve were convictions.”


  “That’s true.”


  “In those twelve cases,” Quentin asks, “were the children able to testify?”


  “Yes.”


  “In fact, in several of those cases, there was no corroborating physical evidence, as there was in the case of your son, isn’t that right?”


  “Yes.”


  “As a prosecutor, as someone with access to child psychiatrists and social workers and an intimate knowledge of the legal process, don’t you think you would have been able to prepare Nathaniel to come to court better than just about any other mother?”


  She narrows her eyes. “You can have every resource in the world at your fingertips, and still never be able to prepare a child for that. The reality, as you know, is that the rules in court are not written to protect children, but to protect defendants.”


  “How fortunate for you, Mrs. Frost,” Quentin says dryly. “Would you say you were a dedicated prosecutor?”


  She hesitates. “I would say... I was too dedicated a prosecutor.”


  “Would you say you worked hard with the children you put on the stand to testify?”


  “Yes.”


  “In light of those twelve convictions, wouldn’t you consider the work you did with those children to be successful?”


  “No, I wouldn’t,” she bluntly replies.


  “But didn’t all those perpetrators go to jail?”


  “Not long enough.”


  “Still, Mrs. Frost,” Quentin presses. “You made the justice system work for those twelve children.”


  “You don’t understand,” she says, her eyes blazing. “This was my child. As a prosecutor, my responsibility was completely different. I was supposed to take justice as far as I could for each of them, and I did. Anything else that happened outside the bounds of that courtroom was up to the parents, not me. If a mother decided to go into hiding to keep an abusive father away from her child—that was her decision to make. If a mother walked away from a verdict and shot an abuser, it had nothing to do with me. But then one day I wasn’t just the prosecutor anymore. I was the parent. And it was up to me to take every step to make sure my son was safe, no matter what.”


  It is the moment Quentin’s waited for. Finely tuned to her anger, he steps closer to her. “Are you saying that your child is entitled to more justice than another child?”


  “Those kids were my job. Nathaniel is my life.”


  Immediately, Fisher Carrington bobs out of his seat. “Your Honor, may we take a short break—”


  “No,” Quentin and the judge say simultaneously. “That child was your life?” Quentin repeats.


  “Yes.”


  “Were you willing to exchange your freedom, then, to save Nathaniel?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Were you thinking about that when you held the gun up to Father Szyszynski’s head?”


  “Of course I was,” she answers fiercely.


  “Were you thinking that the only way to protect your son was to empty those bullets into Father Szyszynski’s head—”


  “Yes!”


  “—and to make sure he never left that courtroom alive?”


  “Yes.”


  Quentin falls back. “But you told us you weren’t thinking at all at that moment, Mrs. Frost,” he says, and stares at her until she has to turn away.


  •••


  When Fisher stands up to redirect, I am still shaking. How could I, who knew better, let that get away from me? I frantically scan the faces of the jury, but I can’t tell a thing; you can never tell a thing. One woman looks near tears. Another is doing a crossword puzzle in the corner.


  “Nina,” Fisher says, “when you were in the courtroom that morning, were you thinking that you would be willing to exchange your freedom to save Nathaniel?”


  “Yes,” I whisper.


  “When you were in the courtroom that morning, were you thinking that the only way to stop that clock from ticking was to stop Father Szyszynski?”


  “Yes.”


  He meets my gaze. “When you were in the courtroom that morning, were you planning to kill him?”


  “Of course not,” I reply.


  “Your Honor,” Fisher announces, “the defense rests.”


  •••


  Quentin lies on the godawful bed in the efficiency suite, wondering why the heat hasn’t kicked in, when he’s cranked it up to eighty degrees. He yanks the covers over himself, then flips through the channels on the television again. An entertainment program, Wheel of Fortune, and an infomercial for balding men. With a small grin, Quentin touches his shaved head.


  He gets up and pads to the refrigerator, but the only thing inside it is a six-pack of Pepsi and a rotting mango he cannot recall buying. If he’s going to eat dinner, he’s going to have to get dinner. With a sigh, he sinks down on the bed to put on his boots and accidentally sits on the remote.


  The channel switches again, this time to CNN. A woman with a smooth space helmet of red hair is speaking in front of a small graphic of Nina Frost’s face. “Testimony in the DA Murder Trial finished this afternoon,” the anchor says. “Closing arguments are scheduled for tomorrow morning.”


  Quentin turns off the TV. He ties his boots and then his gaze falls on the telephone beside the bed.


  After three rings, he starts debating with himself about whether or not to leave a message. Then suddenly music explodes into his ear, a deafening backfire of rap. “Yeah?” a voice says, and then the sound is turned down.


  “Gideon,” Quentin says. “It’s me.”


  There is a pause. “Me who?” the boy replies, and it makes Quentin smile; he knows damn well who this is. “If you’re looking for my mom, she’s not here. Maybe I’ll tell her to call you back and then again maybe I’ll just forget to give her the message.”


  “Gideon, wait!” Quentin can almost hear the phone, halfway to its cradle, being brought back to his son’s ear.


  “What.”


  “I didn’t call to talk to Tanya. I called to talk to you.”


  For a long moment, neither of them speaks. Then Gideon says, “If you called to talk, you’re doing a lousy job of it.”


  “You’re right.” Quentin rubs his temples. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry. About the whole rehabilitation sentence, all of it. At the time I really believed that I was doing what was best for you.” He takes a deep breath. “I had no right to start telling you how to live your life when I voluntarily walked out of it years before.” When his son stays silent, Quentin begins to get nervous. Did he get disconnected, without knowing it? “Gideon?”


  “Is that what you wanted to talk to me about?” he says finally.


  “No. I called to see if you wanted to meet me for some pizza.” Quentin tosses the remote control on the bed, watches it bounce. The moment he waits for Gideon’s response stretches to an eternity.


  “Where?” Gideon asks.


  •••


  Funny thing about a jury: no matter how scattered they seem during testimony; no matter who falls asleep in the back row and who paints their nails right during your cross-examinations, the minute it’s time to get down to business, they suddenly rise to the challenge. The jurors stare at Quentin now, their attention focused on his closing argument. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he begins, “this is a very difficult case for me. Even though I do not know the defendant personally, I would have called her my colleague. But Nina Frost is not on the side of the law anymore. You all saw with your own eyes what she did on the morning of October thirtieth, 2001. She walked into a courtroom, put a gun up to an innocent man’s head, and she shot him four times.


  “The ironic thing is that Nina Frost claims she committed this crime in order to protect her son. Yet as she found out later... as we all would have found out later, had the court system been allowed to work the way it is supposed to work in a civilized society... that in killing Father Szyszynski, she did not protect her son at all.” Quentin looks soberly at the jury. “There are reasons we have courts—because it’s very easy to accuse a man. Courts hold up the facts, so that a rational judgment can be made. But Mrs. Frost acted without facts. Mrs. Frost not only accused this man, she tried him, convicted him, and executed him all by herself on that morning.”


  He walks toward the jury box, trailing his hand along the railing. “Mr. Carrington will tell you that the reason the defendant committed this crime is because she knew the justice system, and she truly believed it would not protect her son. Yes, Nina Frost knew the justice system. But she used it to stack the odds. She knew what her rights would be as a defendant. She knew how to act to make a jury believe she was temporarily insane. She knew exactly what she was doing the moment she stood up and shot Father Szyszynski in cold blood.”


  Quentin addresses each juror in turn. “To find Mrs. Frost guilty, you must first believe that the state of Maine has proved beyond a reasonable doubt that Father Szyszynski was unlawfully killed.” He spreads his hands. “Well, you all saw it happen on videotape. Second, you must believe that the defendant was the one who killed Father Szyszynski. Again, there’s no doubt in this case that this is true. And finally, you must believe that Mrs. Frost killed Father Szyszynski with premeditation. It’s a big word, a legal word, but you all know what it is.”


  He hesitates. “This morning, as you were driving to court, at least one of you came upon a four-way intersection with a traffic light that was turning yellow. You needed to make a decision about whether or not to take your foot off the gas and stop... or whether you should speed through it. I don’t know what choice you made; I don’t need to. All I need to know—all you need to know—is that the split second when you made the decision to stop or to go was premeditation. That’s all it takes. And when Mrs. Frost told you yesterday that at the moment she held the gun to Father Szyszynski’s head, she was thinking that she needed to keep him from leaving the courtroom alive in order to protect her son—that, too, was premeditation.”


  Quentin walks back toward the defense table and points at Nina. “This is not a case about emotions; this is a case about facts. And the facts in this case are that an innocent man is dead, that this woman killed him, and that she believed her son deserved special treatment that only she could give.” He turns toward the jury one last time. “Don’t give her any special treatment for breaking the law.”


  •••


  “I have two daughters,” Fisher says, standing up beside me. “One’s a high school junior; the other goes to Dartmouth.” He smiles at the jury. “I’m crazy about them. I’m sure many of you feel the same about your kids. And that’s the way Nina Frost feels about her son, Nathaniel.” He puts his hand on my shoulder. “However, one completely ordinary morning, Nina found herself facing a horrible truth no parent ever wants to face: Someone had anally raped her little boy. And Nina had to face a second horrible truth—she knew what a molestation trial would do to her son’s fragile emotional balance.”


  He walks toward the jury. “How did she know? Because she’d made other parents’ children go through it. Because she had witnessed, time after time, children coming to court and dissolving into tears on the witness stand. Because she had seen abusers walk free even as these children were trying to fathom why they had to relive this nightmare all over again in front of a room full of strangers.” Fisher shakes his head. “This was a tragedy. Adding to it is the fact that Father Szyszynski was not the man who had hurt this little boy, after all. But on October thirtieth, the police believed that he was the abuser. The prosecutor’s office believed it. Nina Frost believed it. And on that morning, she also believed that she had run out of options. What happened in court that morning was not a premeditated, malicious act but a desperate one. The woman you saw shooting that man might have looked like Nina Frost, might have moved like Nina Frost—but ladies and gentlemen, that woman on the videotape was someone different. Someone not mentally capable of stopping herself at that moment.”


  As Fisher takes another breath to launch into the definition of not guilty by reason of insanity, I get to my feet. “Excuse me, but I’d like to finish.”


  He turns around, the wind gone from his sails. “You what?”


  I wait until he is close enough for me to speak privately. “Fisher, I think I can handle a closing argument.”


  “You are not representing yourself!”


  “Well, I’m not misrepresenting myself either.” I glance at the judge, and at Quentin Brown, who is absolutely gaping. “May I approach, Your Honor?”


  “Oh, by all means, go right ahead,” Judge Neal says.


  We all go up to the bench, Fisher and Quentin sandwiching me. “Your Honor, I don’t believe this is the wisest course of action for my client,” Fisher says.


  “Seems to me that’s an issue she needs to work on,” Quentin murmurs.


  The judge rubs his brow. “I think Mrs. Frost knows the risks here better than other defendants. You may proceed.”


  Fisher and I do-si-do for an awkward moment. “It’s your funeral,” he mutters, and then he steps around me and sits down. I walk up to the jury, finding my footing again, like a long-ago sailor stepping back on the deck of a clipper. “Hello,” I begin softly. “I think you all know who I am by now. You’ve certainly heard a lot of explanations for what brought me here. But what you haven’t heard, straight out, is the truth.”


  I gesture toward Quentin. “I know this, because like Mr. Brown, I was a prosecutor. And truth isn’t something that makes its way into a trial very often. You’ve got the state, tossing facts at you. And the defense, lobbing feelings. Nobody likes the truth because it’s subject to personal interpretation, and both Mr. Brown and Mr. Carrington are afraid you might read it the wrong way. But today, I want to tell it to you.


  “The truth is, I made a horrible mistake. The truth is, on that morning, I was not the vigilante Mr. Brown wants you to believe I was, and I wasn’t a woman having a nervous breakdown, like Mr. Carrington wants you to believe. The truth is I was Nathaniel’s mother, and that took precedence over everything else.”


  I walk up to one juror, a young kid wearing a backward baseball cap. “What if your best friend was being held at gunpoint, and you had a revolver in your own hand? What would you do?” Turning to an older gentleman, I ask, “What if you came home and found your wife being raped?” I step back. “Where is the line? We’re taught to stand up for ourselves; we’re taught to stand up for others we care about. But all of a sudden, there’s a new line drawn by the law. You sit back, it says, and let us deal with this. And you know that the law won’t even do a very good job—it will traumatize your child, it will set free a convict in only a few years. In the eyes of this law that’s dealing with your problem, what’s morally right is considered wrong... and what’s morally wrong, you can get away with.”


  I level my gaze at the jury. “Maybe I knew that the judicial system would not work for my son. Maybe I even knew, on some level, that I could convince a jury I looked crazy even though I wasn’t. I wish I could tell you for sure—but if I’ve learned anything, it’s that we don’t know half of what we think we do. And we know ourselves least of all.”


  I turn toward the gallery and look, in turn, at Caleb and Patrick. “For each of you sitting there, condemning me for my actions: How can you know that you wouldn’t have done the same thing, if put to the test? Every day, we do little things to keep the people we love from being hurt—tell a white lie, buckle a seat belt, take away car keys from a buddy who’s had one drink too many. But I’ve also heard of mothers who find the strength to lift cars off trapped toddlers; I’ve read of men who jump in front of bullets to save women they can’t live without. Does that make them insane... or is that the moment when they are painfully, 100 percent lucid?” I raise my brows. “It’s not for me to say. But in that courtroom, the morning I shot Father Szyszynski, I knew exactly what I was doing. And at the same time, I was crazy.” I spread my hands, a supplicant. “Love will do that to you.”


  •••


  Quentin stands up to rebut. “Unfortunately for Mrs. Frost, there are not two systems of justice in this country—one for people who think they know everything, and one for everyone else.” He glances at the jury. “You heard her—she’s not sorry that she killed a man... she’s sorry she killed the wrong man.


  “Enough mistakes have been made lately,” the prosecutor says wearily. “Please don’t make another one.”


  •••


  When the doorbell rings, I think it might be Fisher. He hasn’t spoken to me since we left court, and the three hours the jury deliberated after closing arguments does tend to support his belief that I shouldn’t have gotten up to speak my mind. But when I open it, ready to defend myself—again—Nathaniel pitches into me. “Mom!” he yells, squeezing me so tightly I stumble back. “Mom, we checkered out!”


  “Did you?” I say, and then repeat it over his head to Caleb. “Did you?”


  He sets down his small duffel bag, and Nathaniel’s. “I thought it might be a good time to come home,” he says quietly. “If that’s okay?”


  By now Nathaniel has his arms around the barrel of our golden retriever’s stomach; while Mason, wriggling, licks every spare inch of skin he can find. His thick tail thumps on the tile, a joyous tattoo. I know how that dog feels. Only now—in the presence of company—do I realize how lonely I have been.


  So I lean against Caleb, my head tucked beneath his chin, where I cannot fail to listen to his heart. “Perfect,” I reply.


  


  The dog was a pillow breathing underneath me. “What happened to Mason’s mom?”


  My mother looked up from the couch, where she was reading papers with big words printed so tiny it made my head hurt just thinking about them. “She’s... somewhere.”


  “How come she doesn’t live with us?”


  “Mason’s mother belonged to a breeder in Massachusetts. She had twelve puppies, and Mason was the one we took home.”


  “Do you think he misses her?”


  “I guess he used to, at first,” she answered. “But it’s been a long time, and he’s happy with us. I bet he doesn’t remember her anymore.”


  I slid my finger past Mason’s licorice gums, over his teeth. He blinked at me.


  I bet she was wrong.


  NINE


  “Did you want the milk?” Nathaniel’s mother asks. “I already had a bowl of cereal,” his father replies.


  “Oh.” She starts to put it back in the refrigerator, but his father takes it out of her hand. “Maybe I’ll have a little more.”


  They look at each other, and then his mother steps back with a funny too-tight smile. “All right,” she says.


  Nathaniel watches this the way he would watch a cartoon—knowing in the back of his head that something is not quite real or right, but attracted to the show all the same.


  Last summer when he was outside with his father he’d chased an electric green dragonfly all the way across the garden and the pumpkin patch and into the birdbath. There it found a bright blue dragonfly, and for a while they’d watched the two of them nip and thrust at each other, their bodies swords. “Are they fighting?” Nathaniel had asked.


  “No, they’re mating.” Before Nathaniel could even ask, his father explained: It was the way animals and bugs and things made babies.


  “But it looks like they’re trying to kill each other,” Nathaniel pointed out.


  Almost as soon as he said it, the two dragonflies hitched together like a shimmering space station, their wings beating like a quartet of hearts and their long tails quivering.


  “Sometimes it’s like that,” his father had answered.


  •••


  Quentin had spent the night tossing on that godawful mattress, wondering what the hell was keeping the jury. No case was a sure thing, but for God’s sake, they had this murder on tape. It should have been pretty simple. Yet the jury had been deliberating since yesterday afternoon; and here it was nearly twenty-four hours later with no verdict.


  He has walked past the jury room at least twenty times, trying ESP to will them toward a conviction. The bailiff posted outside the door is an older man with the ability to sleep on his feet. He snorts his way back to a deadpan position of authority as the prosecutor passes. “Anything?” Quentin asks.


  “Lot of yelling. They just ordered lunch. Eleven turkey sandwiches and one roast beef.”


  Frustrated, Quentin turns on his heel and heads down the hall again, only to crash into his son coming around the corner. “Gideon?”


  “What’s up.”


  Gideon, in court. For a moment Quentin’s heart stops, like it did a year ago. “What are you doing here?”


  The boy shrugs, as if he can’t figure it out himself. “I didn’t have basketball practice today, and I figured I’d just come over and chill out.” He drags his sneaker on the floor to make it squeak. “See what it looks like from the other side, and all.”


  A slow smile itches its way across Quentin’s face as he claps his son on the shoulder. And for the first time in the ten years that Quentin Brown has been in a courthouse, he is rendered speechless.


  •••


  Twenty-six hours; 1,560 minutes; 93,600 seconds. Call it what you like; waiting in any denomination takes a lifetime. I have memorized every inch of this conference room. I have counted the linoleum tiles on the floor, marked the scars on the ceiling, measured off the width of the windows. What are they doing in there?


  When the door opens, I realize that the only thing worse than waiting is the moment that you realize a decision has been made.


  A white handkerchief appears in the doorway, followed by Fisher.


  “The verdict.” The words cut up my tongue. “It’s in?”


  “Not yet.”


  Boneless, I sink back in the chair as Fisher tosses the handkerchief at me. “Is this in preparation for their finding?”


  “No, it’s me, surrendering. I’m sorry about yesterday.” He glances at me. “Although a little advance notice that you wanted to do the closing would have been nice.”


  “I know.” I look up at him. “Do you think that’s why the jury didn’t come back fast with an acquittal?”


  Fisher shrugs. “Maybe it’s why they didn’t come back fast with a conviction.”


  “Yeah, well. I’ve always been best at closings.”


  He smiles at me. “I’m a cross-examination man, myself.”


  We look at each other for a moment, in complete accord. “What’s the part you hate most about a trial?”


  “Now. Waiting for the jury to come back.” Fisher exhales deeply. “I always have to calm down the client, who only wants a prediction about the outcome, and no one can predict that. You prosecutors are lucky; you just win or lose, and you don’t have to reassure someone that he’s not going to go to prison for the rest of his life when you know perfectly well that he...” He breaks off, because all the color has drained from my face. “Well. Anyway. You know that no one can guess a jury’s outcome.”


  When I don’t look particularly encouraged, he asks, “What’s the hardest part for you?”


  “Right before the state rests, because that’s the last chance I have to make sure I got all the evidence in and that I did it right. Once I say those three words... I know I’m going to find out whether or not I screwed up.”


  Fisher meets my eye. “Nina,” he says gently, “the state rests.”


  •••


  I lay on my side on an alphabet rug on the playroom floor, jamming the foot of a penguin into its wooden slot. “If I do this penguin puzzle one more time,” I say, “I will save the jury some trouble and hang myself.”


  Caleb looks up from where he is sitting with Nathaniel, sorting multicolored plastic teddy bears. “I want to go outside,” Nathaniel whines.


  “We can’t, buddy. We’re waiting for some important news for Mommy.”


  “But I want to!” Nathaniel kicks the table, hard.


  “Maybe in a little while.” Caleb hands him a batch of bears. “Here, take some more.”


  “No!” With one arm, Nathaniel swipes the entire tray off the table. The sorting containers bounce and roll into the block area; the plastic bears scatter to all four corners of the room. The resulting clatter rings inside my head, in the empty spot where I am trying so hard to think of absolutely nothing.


  I get to my feet, grab my son by the shoulders, and shake him. “You do not throw toys! You will pick up every last one of these, Nathaniel, and I mean it!”


  Nathaniel, now, is sobbing at the top of his lungs. Caleb, tight-faced, turns on me too. “Just because you’re at the end of your rope, Nina, doesn’t mean that you—”


  “’Scuse me.”


  The voice at the door makes all three of us turn. A bailiff leans in, nods at us. “The jury’s coming in,” he says.


  •••


  “It’s not a verdict,” Fisher whispers to me minutes later.


  “How do you know?”


  “Because the bailiff would have said so... not just that the jury was back.”


  I draw back, dubious. “Bailiffs never tell me anything.”


  “Trust me.”


  I wet my lips. “Then why are we here?”


  “I don’t know,” Fisher admits, and we both turn our attention to the judge.


  He sits at the bench, looking overjoyed to have finally reached the end of this debacle. “Mr. Foreperson,” Judge Neal asks, “has the jury reached a verdict?”


  A man in the front row of the jury box stands up. He takes off his baseball cap and tucks it under his arm, then clears his throat. “Your Honor, we’ve been trying, but we can’t seem to get together on this. There’s some of us that—”


  “Hold on, Mr. Foreperson, don’t say any more. Have you deliberated about this case and have you taken a vote to see what every juror’s position is on the issue of guilt or innocence?”


  “We’ve done it a bunch of times, but it keeps coming back to a few that won’t change their minds.”


  The judge looks at Fisher, and then at Quentin. “Counsel, approach.”


  I stand up, too, and the judge sighs. “All right, Mrs. Frost, you too.” At the bench, he murmurs, “I’m going to give them an Allen charge. Any objections?”


  “No objection,” Quentin says, and Fisher agrees. As we walk back to the defense table, I meet Caleb’s eye, and silently mouth, “They’re hung.”


  The judge begins to speak. “Ladies and gentlemen, you’ve heard all the facts, and you’ve heard all the evidence. I am aware it’s been a long haul, and that you have a difficult decision to make. But I also know that you can reach closure... and that you’re the best jury to do it. If the case has to be tried again, another group of jurors will not necessarily do a better job than you are doing.” He glances soberly at the group. “I urge you to go back to the jury room, to respectfully consider each other’s opinions, and to see if some progress can’t be made. At the end of the afternoon, I’m going to ask you to come back and let me know how you’re doing.”


  “Now what?” Caleb whispers, from behind me.


  I watch the newly energized jury file out again. Now we wait.


  •••


  Watching someone tie themselves in a knot makes you squirm in your own seat, or so Caleb discovers after spending two and a half more hours with Nina while the jury is deliberating. She sits hunched forward on a tiny chair in the playroom, completely ignorant of Nathaniel making airplane sounds as he zooms around with his arms extended. Her eyes stare intensely at absolutely nothing; her chin rests on her fist.


  “Hey,” Caleb says softly.


  She blinks, comes back to him. “Oh... hey.”


  “You okay?”


  “Yes.” A smile stretches her lips thin. “Yes!” she repeats.


  It reminds Caleb of the time years ago that he attempted to teach her to water-ski: She is trying too hard, instead of just letting it happen. “Why don’t we all go down to the vending machines?” he suggests. “Nathaniel can get some hot chocolate, and I’ll treat you to the dishwater that passes for soup.”


  “Sounds great.”


  Caleb turns to Nathaniel and tells him they are going to get a snack. He runs to the door, and Caleb walks up behind him. “Come on,” he says to Nina. “We’re ready.”


  She stares at him as if they have never had a conversation, much less one thirty seconds ago. “To do what?” she asks.


  •••


  Patrick sits on a bench behind the courthouse, freezing his ass off, and watching Nathaniel whoop his way across a field. Why this child has so much energy at four-thirty in the afternoon is beyond him, but then he can remember back to when he and Nina used to spend entire days playing pond hockey without tiring or getting frostbite. Maybe time is only something you notice when you get old and have less of it at your disposal.


  The boy collapses beside Patrick, his cheeks a fiery red, his nose running. “Got a tissue, Patrick?”


  He shakes his head. “Sorry, Weed. Use your sleeve.”


  Nathaniel laughs, and then does just that. He ducks his head beneath Patrick’s arm, and it makes Patrick want to shout. If only Nina could see this, her son seeking out someone’s touch—oh, God, what it would do for her morale right now. He hugs Nathaniel close, drops a kiss on the top of his head.


  “I like playing with you,” Nathaniel says.


  “Well, I like playing with you too.”


  “You don’t yell.”


  Patrick glances down at him. “Your mom been doing that?”


  Nathaniel shrugs, then nods. “It’s like she got stolen and they left someone mean in her place who looks just like her. Someone who can’t sit still and who doesn’t hear me when I talk and when I do talk it’s always giving her a headache.” He looks into his lap. “I want my old mom back.”


  “She wants that too, Weed.” Patrick looks to the west, where the sun has begun to draw blood from the horizon. “Truth is, she’s pretty nervous right now. She isn’t sure what kind of news she’s going to hear.” When Nathaniel shrugs, he adds, “You know she loves you.”


  “Well,” the boy says defensively. “I love her too.”


  Patrick nods. You’re not the only one, he thinks.


  •••


  “A mistrial?” I say, shaking my head. “No. Fisher, I can’t go through this again. You know trials don’t get any better with age.”


  “You’re thinking like a prosecutor,” Fisher admonishes, “except this time, you’re right.” He turns around from the window where he is standing. “I want you to chew on something tonight.”


  “What?”


  “Waiving the jury. I’ll talk to Quentin in the morning, if you agree, and see if he’s willing to let the judge decide the verdict.”


  I stare at him. “You know that we were trying this case on the emotion, not the law. A jury might acquit based on emotion. But a judge is always going to rule based on the law. Are you crazy?”


  “No, Nina,” Fisher answers soberly. “But neither were you.”


  •••


  We lie in bed that night with the weight of a full moon pressing down on us. I have told Caleb about my conversation with Fisher, and now we both stare at the ceiling, as if the answer might appear, skywritten with stars. I want Caleb to take my hand across the great expanse of this bed. I need that, to believe we are not miles apart.


  “What do you think?” he asks.


  I turn to him. In the moonlight his profile is edged in gold, the color of courage. “I’m not making decisions by myself anymore,” I answer.


  He comes up on an elbow, turning to me. “What would happen?”


  I swallow, and try to keep my voice from shaking. “Well, a judge is going to convict me, because legally, I committed murder. But the upside is... I probably won’t be sentenced as long as I would have been with a jury verdict.”


  Suddenly Caleb’s face looms over mine. “Nina... you can’t go to jail.”


  I turn away, so that the tear slips down the side of my face he cannot see. “I knew I was taking this chance when I did it.”


  His hands tighten on my shoulders. “You can’t. You just can’t.”


  “I’ll be back.”


  “When?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Caleb buries his face in my neck, drawing in great draughts of air. And then suddenly I am clutching at him, too, as if there cannot be any distance between us today, because tomorrow there will be so much. I feel the rough pads of his hands mark my back; and the heat of his grief is searing. When he comes inside me I dig my nails into his shoulders, trying to leave behind a trace of myself. We make love with near violence, with so much emotion that the atmosphere around us hums. And then, like all things, it is over.


  “But I love you,” Caleb says, his voice breaking, because in a perfect world, this should be all the excuse one needs.


  •••


  That night I dream I am walking into an ocean, the waves soaking the hem of my cotton nightgown. The water is cold, but not nearly as cold as it usually is in Maine, and the beach beneath is a smooth lip of sand. I keep walking, even when the water reaches my knees, even when it brushes my hips and my nightgown sticks to my body like a second skin. I keep walking, and the water comes up to my neck, my chin. By the time I go under I realize I am going to drown.


  At first I fight, trying to ration the air I have in my lungs. Then they start to burn, a circle of fire beneath my ribs. My wide eyes burst black, and my feet start to thrash, but I am getting nowhere. This is it, I think. Finally.


  With that realization I let my arms go still, and my legs go limp. I feel my body sinking and the water filling me, until I am curled on the sand at the base of the sea.


  The sun is a quivering yellow eye. I get to my feet, and to my great surprise, begin to walk with ease on the bottom of the ocean floor.


  •••


  Nathaniel doesn’t move the hour I sit on his bed, watching him sleep. But when I touch his hair, unable to hold back any longer, he rolls over and blinks at me. “It’s still dark,” he whispers.


  “I know. It’s not morning.”


  I watch him trying to puzzle this out: What could have brought me, then, to wake him in the middle of the night? How am I supposed to explain to him that the next time I have the opportunity to do this, his body might reach the whole length of the bed? That by the time I come back, the boy I left behind will no longer exist?


  “Nathaniel,” I say, with a shuddering breath, “I might be going away.”


  He sits up. “You can’t, Mommy.” Smiling, he even finds a reason. “We just got back.”


  “I know... but this isn’t my choice.”


  Nathaniel pulls the covers up to his chest, suddenly looking very small. “What did I do this time?”


  With a sob I pull him onto my lap and bury my face against his hair. He rubs his nose against my neck, and it reminds me so much of him as an infant that I cannot breathe. I would trade everything, now, to have those minutes back, tucked into a miser’s lockbox. Even the ordinary moments—driving in the car, cleaning up the playroom, cooking dinner with Nathaniel. They are no less miraculous simply because they are something we did as a matter of routine. It is not what you do with a child that brings you together... it is the fact that you are lucky enough to do it at all.


  I draw away to look at his face. That bow of a mouth, the slope of his nose. His eyes, preserving memories like the amber they resemble. Keep them, I think. Watch over them for me.


  By now, I am crying hard. “I promise, it won’t be forever. I promise that you can come see me. And I want you to know every minute of every day that I’m away from you... I’m thinking of how long it’ll be before I come back.”


  Nathaniel wraps his arms around my neck and holds on for dear life. “I don’t want you to go.”


  “I know.” I draw back, holding his wrists loosely.


  “I’ll come with you.”


  “I wish you could. But I need someone here to take care of your father.”


  Nathaniel shakes his head. “But I’ll miss you.”


  “And I’ll miss you,” I say softly. “Hey, how about if we make a pact?”


  “What’s that?”


  “A decision two people make together.” I try for a smile. “Let’s agree not to miss each other. Is that a deal?”


  Nathaniel looks at me for a long moment. “I don’t think I can do it,” he confesses.


  I pull him close again. “Oh, Nathaniel,” I whisper. “Me neither.”


  •••


  Nathaniel is glued to my side the next morning when we walk into the courthouse. The reporters that I have almost become accustomed to seem like a cruel torture, their questions and their blinding video cameras a modern gauntlet I have to survive. These will be my Before and After pictures; DA-cum-convict. Print your headlines now, I think, since I am going to jail.


  As soon as I reach the barrier of the double doors, I hand Nathaniel to Caleb and make a dead run for the restroom, where I dry heave into a toilet and splash water on my face and wrists. “You can get through this,” I say to the mirror. “You can at least end it with dignity.”


  Taking a deep breath I push my way out the swinging door to where my family is waiting, and see Adrienne, the transsexual, wearing a red dress two sizes too small and a grin as large as Texas. “Nina!” she cries, and comes running to hug me. “Last place I ever thought I’d want to be is in a courtroom again, but honey, I’m here for you.”


  “You’re out?”


  “Since yesterday. Didn’t know if I’d make it in time, but that jury deliberation’s taking longer than my sex change operation.”


  Suddenly Nathaniel has wormed his way between us, and is doing his best to climb me like a tree. I heft him into my arms. “Nathaniel, this is Adrienne.”


  Her eyes light up. “I have heard so much about you.”


  It is a toss-up as to who is more stunned by Adrienne’s presence—Nathaniel or Caleb. But before I can offer any explanations, Fisher hurries toward us.


  I meet his gaze. “Do it,” I say.


  •••


  Quentin finds Fisher waiting for him in the courtroom. “We have to speak to Judge Neal,” he says quietly.


  “I’m not offering her a plea,” Quentin answers.


  “And I’m not asking for one.” He turns, heading for the judge’s chambers without waiting to see if the prosecutor will follow.


  Ten minutes later, they are standing in front of Judge Neal, the angry heads of safari animals bearing witness. “Your Honor,” Fisher begins, “we’ve been here so long; it’s clear that the jury is going to hang. I’ve talked to my client... and if Mr. Brown is willing, we’d like to submit this case to Your Honor and have you decide the facts and the verdict.”


  Well, if Quentin was expecting anything it wasn’t this. He looks at the defense attorney as if the man has lost his mind. Granted, nobody likes a mistrial, but to let the judge rule is to adhere, strictly, to the letter of the law—something far more beneficial to the prosecution, in this case, than the defense. Fisher Carrington has just handed Quentin a conviction on a silver platter.


  The judge stares at him. “Mr. Brown? What would the state like to do?”


  He clears his throat. “The state finds this perfectly acceptable, Your Honor.”


  “Fine. I’m going to let the jury go then. I need an hour to review the evidence, and then I’ll make my ruling.” With a nod, the judge dismisses the two lawyers, and begins the process of deciding Nina Frost’s future.


  •••


  Adrienne, it turns out, is a godsend. She gets Nathaniel out of my arms by making herself into a jungle gym when Caleb and I are wrung too dry to play. Nathaniel crawls over her back and then down the long slide of her shins. “If he’s tiring you out,” Caleb says, “just tell him to stop.”


  “Oh, honey, I’ve been waiting my whole life for this.” She flips Nathaniel upside down, so that he giggles.


  I am torn between watching them and joining in. My biggest fear is that if I let myself touch my son again, nothing they will do will be able to drag me away.


  When there is a knock at the playroom door, we all turn. Patrick stands uncomfortably at the threshold. I know what he wants, and I also know that he will not ask for it with my family here.


  To my surprise, Caleb takes the decision out of everyone’s hands. He nods toward Patrick, and then to me. “Go on,” he says.


  So Patrick and I find ourselves walking down twisted basement corridors, a foot of space separating us. We travel so far in silence that I realize I have no idea where we now are. “How could you?” he finally bursts out. “If you’d gone with another jury trial, at least, you’d have a shot at an acquittal.”


  “And I would have dragged Nathaniel and Caleb and you and everyone else along through it again. Patrick, this has to stop. It has to be over. No matter what.”


  He stops walking, leans against a heating duct. “I never really thought you’d go to jail.”


  “There are a lot of places,” I reply, “that I thought I’d never go.” I smile faintly. “Will you bring me Chinese food every now and then?”


  “No.” Patrick looks down at the floor between his shoes. “I won’t be here, Nina.”


  “You... what?”


  “I’m moving. There are some job openings out in the Pacific Northwest I might take a look at.” He takes a deep breath. “I always wanted to see what it was like out there. I just didn’t want to do it without you.”


  “Patrick—”


  With great tenderness, he kisses my forehead. “You will be fine,” he murmurs. “You’ve done it before.” He offers me a crooked smile to slip into my breast pocket. And then he walks down the hall, leaving me to find my own way back.


  •••


  The bathroom door at the base of the staircase flies open, and suddenly Quentin Brown is no more than four feet away from me. “Mrs. Frost,” he sputters.


  “After all this, I would think you could call me Nina.” It is an ethical violation for him to speak to me without Fisher present, and we both know it. Yet somehow, bending that rule doesn’t seem quite so horrific, after all this. When he doesn’t respond, I realize he doesn’t feel the same way and I try to step around him. “If you’ll excuse me, my family’s waiting in the playroom.”


  “I have to admit,” Quentin says as I am walking away, “I was surprised by your decision.”


  I turn. “To let the judge rule?”


  “Yes. I don’t know if I’d do the same thing, if I were a defendant.”


  I shake my head. “Somehow, Quentin, I can’t picture you as a defendant.”


  “Could you picture me as a parent?”


  It surprises me. “No. I never heard that you had a family.”


  “A boy. Sixteen.” He stuffs his hands in his pockets. “I know, I know. You’ve done such a good job imagining me as a ruthless villain that it’s hard to give me a vein of compassion.”


  “Well.” I shrug. “Maybe not a ruthless villain.”


  “An asshole then?”


  “Your words, counselor,” I reply, and we both grin.


  “Then again, people can surprise you all the time,” he muses. “For example, a district attorney who commits murder. Or an assistant attorney general that drives past a defendant’s home at night just to make sure she’s okay.”


  I snort. “If you drove by at all, it was to make sure I was still there.”


  “Nina, didn’t you ever wonder who in your office left you the lab report from the underwear?”


  My jaw drops open. “My son’s name,” Quentin says. “It’s Gideon.”


  Whistling, he nods to me, and jogs up the staircase.


  •••


  The courtroom is so quiet that I can hear Caleb breathing behind me. What he said the moment before we walked in to hear the judge’s verdict echoes too, in the silence: I am proud of you.


  Judge Neal clears his throat and begins to speak. “The evidence in this case clearly shows that on October thirtieth, 2001, the defendant Nina Frost went out, purchased a handgun, concealed it, and brought it into a Biddeford district courtroom. The evidence also shows that she positioned herself near Father Szyszynski, and intentionally and knowingly shot him four times in the head, thereby causing his death. The evidence is also clear that at the time she did these things, Nina Frost was under the mistaken impression that Father Szyszynski had sexually molested her five-year-old son.”


  I bow my head, each word a blow. “So what does the evidence not support?” the judge asks rhetorically. “Specifically, the defendant’s contention that she was legally insane at the time of the shooting. Witnesses testified that she acted deliberately and methodically to exterminate the man who she thought had harmed her child. And at the time, the defendant was a trained, practicing assistant district attorney who knew very well that every person charged with a crime—Father Szyszynski included—was innocent until proven guilty in a court of law. Basically, this court believes Nina Frost to be a prosecutor through and through... so much so, that to break a law, she would have had to give the act careful consideration.”


  He raises his head and pushes his glasses up on his nose. “And so I reject the defendant’s insanity defense.”


  A shuffling to my left, from Quentin Brown.


  “However—”


  Quentin stills.


  “—in this state there is another reason to justify the act of murder—namely, if a defendant was under the influence of a reasonable fear or anger brought about by reasonable provocation. As a prosecutor, Nina Frost didn’t have reason to be fearful or angry the morning of October thirtieth... yet as Nathaniel’s mother, she did. Her son’s attempt to identify the victim, the wild card of the DNA evidence, and the defendant’s intimate knowledge of the treatment of a witness in the criminal justice system all add up, in this court’s opinion, to reasonable provocation under the law.”


  I have stopped breathing. This cannot be true.


  “Will the defendant please rise?”


  It is not until Fisher grabs my arm and hauls me to my feet that I remember the judge means me. “Nina Frost, I find you Not Guilty of Murder. I do find you Guilty of Manslaughter pursuant to 17-A M.R.S.A. Section 203 (1)(B). Does the defendant wish to waive a presentence report and be sentenced today?”


  “Yes, Your Honor,” Fisher murmurs.


  The judge looks at me for the first time this morning. “I sentence you to twenty years in the Maine State Prison, with credit for the time you have already served.” He pauses. “The remainder of the twenty years will be suspended, and you’ll be on probation for that time. You need to check in with your probation officer before you leave court today, and then, Mrs. Frost, you are free to go.”


  The courtroom erupts in a frenzy of flashbulbs and confusion. Fisher embraces me as I burst into tears, and Caleb leaps over the bar. “Nina?” he demands. “In English?”


  “It’s... good.” I laugh up at him. “It’s great, Caleb.” The judge, in essence, has absolved me. I will never have to serve out my prison term, as long as I manage not to kill anyone again. Caleb grabs me and swings me around; over his shoulder I see Adrienne pump her fist in the air. Behind her is Patrick. He sits with his eyes closed, smiling. Even as I watch, they blink open to focus on me. Only you, Patrick mouths silently; words I will wonder about for years.


  When the reporters run off to call their affiliates with the verdict and the crowd in the gallery thins, I notice one other man. Quentin Brown has gathered his files and his briefcase. He walks to the gate between our tables, stops, and turns to me. He inclines his head, and I nod back. Suddenly my arm is wrenched behind me, and I instinctively pull away, certain that someone who has not understood the judge’s verdict is about to put handcuffs on me again. “No,” I say, turning. “You don’t understand...” But then the bailiff unlocks the electronic bracelet on my wrist. It falls to the floor, ringing out my release.


  When I look up again, Quentin is gone.


  •••


  After a few weeks, the interviews stop. The eagle eye of the news refocuses on some other sordid story. A caravan of media vehicles snakes its way south, and we go back to what we used to be.


  Well, most of us do.


  Nathaniel is stronger every day; and Caleb has picked up a few new jobs. Patrick called me from Chicago, his halfway point to the West Coast. So far, he is the only one who has been brave enough to ask me how I will fill my days now that I am not a prosecutor.


  It has been such a big part of me for so long that there’s no easy answer. Maybe I’ll write the book everyone seems to want me to write. Maybe I’ll give free legal advice to senior citizens at the town recreation hall. Maybe I will just stay at home and watch my son grow up.


  I tap the envelope in my hand. It is from the Bar Disciplinary Committee, and it has been on the kitchen counter, unopened, for nearly two months. There’s no point in opening it now, either. I know what it will say.


  Sitting down at the computer, I type a very concise note. I am voluntarily turning in my license; I no longer wish to practice law. Sincerely, Nina Frost.


  I print it, and an envelope to match. Fold, lick, seal, stamp. Then I put on my boots and walk down the driveway to the mailbox.


  “Okay,” I say out loud, after I put it inside and raise the red flag. “Okay,” I repeat, when what I really mean is, What do I do now?


  •••


  There’s always one week in January that’s a thaw. Without warning, the temperature climbs to fifty degrees; the snow melts in puddles wide as a lake; people take to sitting on Adirondack chairs in their shorts, watching it all happen.


  This year, however, the thaw’s gone on for a record number of days. It started the day of Nina’s release. That very afternoon, the town skating pond was closed due to spotty ice; by the end of the week teenagers were skateboarding down sidewalks; there was even word of a few crocuses pushing their way up through the inevitable mud. It has been good for business, that’s for sure—construction that couldn’t get done in the dead of winter has suddenly been given a reprieve. And it has also, for the first time Caleb can recall, made the sap run in the maple trees this early in the year.


  Yesterday Caleb set up his taps and buckets; today, he is walking the perimeter of his property, collecting the sap. The sky seems crisp as a lancet, and Caleb has his shirtsleeves rolled up to the elbow. The mud is a succubus, grabbing for his boots, but even that can’t slow him. Days like this, they just don’t come around often enough.


  He pours the sap into huge vats. Forty gallons of this sweet juice will boil down to a single gallon of maple syrup. Caleb makes it right on the kitchen stove, in a spaghetti pot, straining each batch through a sieve before it thickens. For Nina and Nathaniel, it’s all about the end product—pouring it on pancakes and waffles. But to Caleb, the beauty is in the way you get there. The blood of a tree, a spout, and a bucket. Steam rising, the scent filling every corner of the house. There is nothing quite like it: knowing every breath you take is bound to be sweet.


  •••


  Nathaniel is building a bridge, although it might turn out to be a tunnel. The cool thing about Legos is that you can change them right in the middle. Sometimes when he builds he pretends he is his father, and he does it with the same careful planning. And sometimes when he builds he pretends he is his mother, and takes a tower as high as it can go before it falls to the ground.


  He has to work around the dog’s tail, because Mason happens to be sleeping right on the middle of his bedroom floor, but that’s all right too, because this could be a village with a monstrous beast. In fact, he might be creating the wicked awesome getaway boat.


  But where will they all go? Nathaniel thinks for a minute, then lays down four greens and four reds, begins to build. He makes sturdy walls and wide windows. A level of a house, his father has told him, is called a story.


  Nathaniel likes that. It makes him feel like maybe he is living between the covers of a book himself. Like maybe everyone in every home is sure to get a happy ending.


  •••


  Laundry is always a good, mindless start. Ours seems to reproduce at the dank bottom of its bin, so that regardless of how careful we are with our clothes, there is always a full basket every other day. I fold the clean wash and carry it upstairs, putting Nathaniel’s items away before I tackle my own.


  It is when I go to fold a pair of my jeans over a hanger that I see the duffel bag. Has it really been sitting here, shoved into the back of the closet, for two weeks? Caleb probably never even noticed; he has enough clothes in his drawers to have overlooked unpacking the bag he took with him to the motel. But seeing it is an eyesore; it reminds me of the moment he moved out.


  I pull out a few long-sleeved shirts, some boxers. It is not until I toss them into the laundry bin that I realize my hand is sticky. I rub my fingers together, frown, pick up one shirt again and shake it out.


  There is a big, green stain on one corner.


  There are stains on some socks too. It looks as if something has spilled all over, but when I look in the bag, there’s no open bottle of shampoo.


  Then, it doesn’t smell like shampoo either. It is a scent I cannot place, exactly. Something industrial.


  The last item in the bag is a pair of jeans. Out of habit, I reach into the pockets to make sure Caleb hasn’t left money or receipts inside.


  In the left rear pocket is a five-dollar bill. And in the right rear pocket are boarding passes for two US Air flights: one from Boston to New Orleans, one from New Orleans to Boston, both dated January 3, 2002. The day after Nathaniel’s competency hearing.


  Caleb’s voice comes from a few feet behind me. “I did what I had to do.”


  Caleb is yelling at Nathaniel to stop playing with the antifreeze. “How many times do I have to tell you... It’s poison.” Mason, lapping at the puddle because it tastes so sweet; he does not know any better.


  “The cat,” I whisper, turning to him. “The cat died too.”


  “I know. I figure it got at the rest of the cocoa. Ethylene glycol is toxic... but it’s sweet enough.” He reaches for me, but I back away. “You told me his name. You said it wasn’t over yet. All I did,” Caleb says softly, “is finish what you started.”


  “Don’t.” I hold up my hand. “Caleb, don’t tell me this.”


  “You’re the only one I can tell.”


  He is right, of course. As his wife, I am not obligated to testify against him. Not even if Gwynne is autopsied, and there are traces of poison in the tissues. Not even if evidence leads right to Caleb.


  But then, I have spent three months learning the repercussions of taking the law into one’s own hands. I have watched my husband walk out the door—not because he was judging me, it turns out, but because he was trying himself. I have come so close to losing everything I ever wanted—a life I was too foolish to value until it was nearly taken away.


  I stare at Caleb, waiting for an explanation.


  Yet there are some feelings so far-flung and wide that words cannot cover them. As language fails Caleb, his eyes lock onto mine, and he spells out what he cannot speak. His hands come up to clasp each other tightly. To someone who does not know how to listen in a different way, it looks like he is praying for the best. But me, I know the sign for marriage.


  It is all he needs to say to make me understand.


  Suddenly Nathaniel bursts into our bedroom. “Mom, Dad!” he yells. “I made the coolest castle in the world. You have to see it.” He spins before he has even come to a complete stop, and runs back, expecting us to follow.


  Caleb watches me. He cannot take the first step. After all, the only way to communicate is to find someone who can comprehend; the only way to be forgiven is to find someone who is willing to forgive. So I start for the door, turning back at the threshold. “Come on,” I say to Caleb. “He needs us.”


  


  It happens when I am trying to come down the stairs superfast, my feet ahead of the rest of me. One of the steps just isn’t where it is supposed to be, and I fall really hard onto the railing where hands go. I hit the part of my arm that makes a corner, the part with the name that sounds just like what it is. L-bow.


  The hurt feels like a shot, a needle going in right there and spreading out like fire under the rest of my arm. I can’t feel my fingers, and my hand goes wide. It hurts more than when I fell on the ice last year and my ankle got as fat as the rest of my leg. It hurts more than when I went over the handlebars of my bike and scraped up the whole front of my face and needed two stitches. It hurts so much that I have to get past the ouch of it before I can remember to cry.


  “Mooooooooooom!”


  When I yell like that, she can come quick as a ghost, the air empty one minute and full of her the next. “What hurts?” she cries. She touches all the places I am holding close to myself.


  “I think I broke my funny bone,” I say.


  “Hmm.” She moves that arm up and down. Again. Then she puts her hands on my shoulders and looks up at me. “Tell a joke.”


  “Mom!”


  “How else are we going to know for sure if it’s broken?”


  I shake my head. “It doesn’t work that way.”


  She picks me up and carries me into the kitchen. “Says who?” She laughs, and before I know it I am laughing back, which must mean I’m going to be okay after all.
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  For Sammy, who is both a reader and a writer. I love you to the moon and back. XOXO, Mom


  What if you slept?


  And what if in your sleep, you dreamed?


  And what if in your dream, you went to heaven and there plucked a strange and beautiful flower?


  And what if, when you woke, you had the flower in your hand?


  Ah! What then?


  —SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE


  PART ONE


  2001


  True love is like ghosts, which everybody talks about and few have seen.


  —FRANÇOIS, DUC DE LA ROCHEFOUCAULD, MAXIM 76


  ONE


  Ross Wakeman succeeded the first time he killed himself, but not the second or the third.


  He fell asleep at the wheel and drove his car off a bridge into a lake—that was the second time—and was found on the shore by rescuers. When his half-sunken Honda was recovered, the doors were all locked, and the tempered glass windows were shattered like spiderwebs, but still intact. No one could figure out how he’d gotten out of the car in the first place, much less survived a crash without even a scratch.


  The third time, Ross was mugged in New York City. The thief took his wallet and beat him up, and then shot him in the back and left him for dead. The bullet—fired close enough to have shattered his scapula and punctured a lung—didn’t. Instead it miraculously stopped at the bone, a small nugget of lead that Ross now used as a keychain.


  The first time was years ago, when Ross had found himself in the middle of an electrical storm. The lightning, a beautiful blue charge, had staggered out of the sky and gone straight for his heart. The doctors told him that he had been legally dead for seven minutes. They reasoned that the current could not have struck Ross directly, because 50,000 amperes of current in his chest cavity would have boiled the moisture in his cells and quite literally made him explode. Instead, the lightning had hit nearby and created an induced current in his own body, one still strong enough to disturb his cardiac rhythm. The doctors said he was one hell of a lucky man.


  They were wrong.


  Now, as Ross walked up the pitched wet roof of the O’Donnells’ Oswego home in the dark, he did not even bother with caution. The wind coming off Lake Ontario was cold even in August, and whipped his long hair into his eyes as he maneuvered around the gabled window. The rain bit at the back of his neck as he worked the clamps onto the flashing and positioned the waterproof video camera so that it was pointing into the attic.


  His boots slipped, dislodging some of the old shingles. On the ground, beneath an umbrella, O’Donnell squinted up at him. “Be careful,” the man called out. Ross also heard the words he did not say: We’ve got enough ghosts.


  But nothing would happen to him. He would not trip; he wouldn’t fall. It was why he volunteered for the riskiest tasks; why he put himself into danger again and again. It was why he’d tried bungee jumping and rock climbing and crack cocaine. He waved down to Mr. O’Donnell, indicating that he’d heard. But just as Ross knew that in eight hours, the sun would come up—just as he knew that he’d have to go through the motions for another day—he also knew he couldn’t die, in spite of the fact that it was what he wanted, more than anything.
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  The baby woke Spencer Pike, and he struggled to a sitting position. In spite of the nightlights kept in every room at the Shady Pines Nursing Home—nearly enough combined wattage, he imagined, to illuminate all of Burlington, Vermont—Spencer couldn’t see past the foot of his bed. He couldn’t see anything these days, thanks to the cataracts; although sometimes he’d get up to take a leak, and in the mirror, as he passed by, he would catch a glimpse of someone watching him—someone whose brow was not spotted and yellow; someone whose skin was not sighing off his bones. But then the young man Spencer had once been would disappear, leaving him to stare at the crumbs that were left of his life.


  His ears, though, were sharp. Unlike the other sorry old morons in this place, Spencer had never needed a hearing aid. Hell, he heard things that he didn’t even care to.


  On cue, the baby cried again.


  Spencer’s hand scrabbled over the covers to the call button beside his bed. A moment later, the night nurse came in. “Mr. Pike,” she said. “What’s the matter?”


  “The baby’s crying.”


  The nurse fussed behind him, turning pillows and raising the head of the bed. “There are no babies here, Mr. Pike, you know that. It was just a dream.” She patted the right angle that had once been his strong shoulder. “Now, you need to go back to sleep. You’ve got a busy day tomorrow. A meeting, remember?”


  Why, Spencer wondered, did she talk to him as if he were a child? And why did he react like one—sinking back beneath her gentle hands, letting her pull the covers up to his chest? A memory swelled at the base of Spencer’s throat, something that he could not quite pull to the front of the fog but that brought tears to his eyes. “Do you need some Naproxen?” the nurse asked kindly.


  Spencer shook his head. He had been a scientist, after all. And no laboratory had yet crafted the drug that could ease this ache.
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  In person, Curtis Warburton was smaller than he seemed to be on television, but he lacked none of the magnetism that had made Bogeyman Nights the highest-rated show in its time slot. His black hair was shot, skunklike, with a white streak—one he’d possessed since a night nine years ago, when the ghost of his grandfather had appeared at the foot of his bed and led him into the field of paranormal investigation. His wife, Maylene, an elf of a woman whose psychic abilities were well known to the Los Angeles police, perched beside him, taking notes as Curtis posed questions to the owners of the house.


  “First was the kitchen,” murmured Eve O’Donnell, and her husband nodded. A retired couple, they’d bought this home on the lake as a summer retreat, and in their three months of tenancy had experienced supernatural phenomena at least twice a week. “About ten in the morning, I locked up all the doors, put on the alarm system, and went to the post office. When I came home, the alarm was still on... but inside, the kitchen cabinets were open, and every cereal box was on the table, spilled on its side. I called Harlan, thinking he’d come home and left behind a mess.”


  “I was at the Elks Club the whole time,” her husband interjected. “Never came home. No one did.”


  “And there’s the calliope music we heard coming from the attic at two in the morning. The minute we went upstairs, it stopped. Open the door to find a child’s toy piano, missing its batteries, sitting in the middle of the floor.”


  “We don’t own a toy piano,” Harlan added. “Much less a child.”


  “And when we put in the batteries, it didn’t even play that kind of music.” Eve hesitated. “Mr. Warburton, I hope you understand that we’re not the kind of people who... who believe in this sort of thing. It’s just... it’s just that if it’s not this, then I’m losing my mind.”


  “Mrs. O’Donnell, you’re not going crazy.” Curtis touched her hand with trademark sympathy. “By tomorrow morning we’ll have a better idea of what’s going on in your home.” He looked over his shoulder to make sure Ross was getting this on camera. Depending on what happened later, the O’Donnells might find themselves featured on Bogeyman Nights, and if so, this footage was critical. The Warburtons received over three hundred e-mails a day from people who believed their houses were haunted. Eighty-five percent of the claims turned out to be hoaxes or mice in the rafters. The rest—well, Ross had been working with them long enough to know that there were some things that simply could not be explained.


  “Have you experienced any spectral visions?” Curtis asked. “Temperature changes?”


  “Our bedroom will be hot as hell one minute, and then we’ll be shivering the next,” Harlan answered.


  “Are there any spots in the house in particular where you feel uncomfortable?”


  “The attic, definitely. The upstairs bathroom.”


  Curtis’s eyes swept from the hand-knotted Oriental rug to the antique vase on the mantel of the fireplace. “I have to warn you that finding a ghost can be a costly proposition.”


  As the Warburtons’ field researcher, Ross had been sent to libraries and newspaper archives to locate documents about the property—and hopefully the bonus information that a murder or a suicide might have occurred there. His inquiry had turned up nothing, but that never stopped Curtis. After all, a ghost could haunt a person as well as a place. History could hover, like a faint perfume or a memory stamped on the back of one’s eyelids.


  “Whatever it takes,” Eve O’Donnell said. “This isn’t about money.”


  “Of course not.” Curtis smiled and slapped his palms on his knees. “Well, then. We’ve got some work to do.”


  That was Ross’s cue. During the investigation, he was responsible for setting up and monitoring the electromagnetic equipment, the digital video cameras, the infrared thermometer. He worked for minimum wage, in spite of the money that came in from the TV show and from cases like this one. Ross had begged the Warburtons for a job nine months ago after reading about them in the L.A. Times on Halloween. Unlike Curtis and Maylene, he had never seen a spirit—but he wanted to, badly. He was hoping that sensitivity to ghosts might be something you could catch from close contact, like chicken pox—and, like chicken pox, might be something that would mark you forever.


  “I thought I’d check the attic,” Ross said.


  He stood in the doorway for a moment, waiting for Eve O’Donnell to lead the way upstairs. “I feel foolish,” she confided, although Ross had not asked. “At my age, seeing Casper.”


  Ross smiled. “A ghost can shake you up a little, and make you think you’re nuts, but it’s not going to hurt you.”


  “Oh, I don’t think she’d hurt me.”


  “She?”


  Eve hesitated. “Harlan said I shouldn’t volunteer any information. That way if you see what we do, then we’d know.” She shivered, glanced up the narrow stairs. “My little sister died when I was seven. Sometimes I wonder... can a ghost find you, if she wants to?”


  Ross looked away. “I don’t know,” he said, wishing he could have offered her more—a concrete answer, a personal experience. His eyes lit on the small door at the top of the stairs. “Is that it?”


  She nodded, letting him pass in front of her to unlatch it. The video camera Ross had mounted outside watched them from the window, a cyclops. Eve hugged herself tightly. “Being here gives me the chills.”


  Ross moved some boxes, so that no shadows would be caught on tape that could be explained away. “Curtis says that’s how you know where to find them. You go with what your senses are telling you.” A wink on the floor caught his eye; kneeling, he picked up a handful of pennies. “Six cents.” He smiled. “Ironic.”


  “She does that sometimes.” Eve was edging toward the door, her arms wrapped around herself. “Leaves us change.”


  “The ghost?” Ross asked, turning, but Eve had already fled down the stairs.


  Taking a deep breath, he closed the door to the attic and shut the light, plunging the small room into blackness. He stepped off to the side where he would not be in range of the video camera, and activated it with a remote control. Then he fixed his attention on the darkness around him, letting it press in at his chest and the backs of his knees, as Curtis Warburton had taught him. Ross cracked open his senses until the lip of disbelief thinned, until the space around him bloomed. Maybe this is it, he thought. Maybe the coming of ghosts feels like a sob at the back of your throat.


  Somewhere off to the left was the sound of a footfall, and the unmistakable chime of coins striking the floor. Switching on a flashlight, Ross swung the beam until it illuminated his boot, and the three new pennies beside it. “Aimee?” he whispered to the empty air. “Is that you?”
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  Comtosook, Vermont, was a town marked by boundaries: the dip where it slipped into Lake Champlain, the cliffs that bordered the granite quarry where half the residents worked, the invisible demarcation where the rolling Vermont countryside became, with one more step, the city of Burlington. On the Congregational church in the center of town hung a plaque from Vermont Life magazine, dated 1994, the year that Comtosook was lauded as the most picture-perfect hamlet in the state. And it was—there were days Eli Rochert looked at the leaves turning, rubies and amber and emeralds, and he simply had to stop for a moment and catch his breath.


  But whatever Comtosook was to tourists, it was Eli’s home. It had been, forever. He imagined it always would be. Of course, as one of the two full-time police officers in the town, he understood that what the tourists saw was an illusion. Eli had learned long ago that you can stare right at something and not see what lies beneath the surface.


  He drove along Cemetery Road, his usual patrol haunt on nights such as this, when the moon was as beaded and yellow as a hawk’s eye. Although the windows were rolled down, there wasn’t much of a breeze; and Eli’s short black hair was damp at the nape of his neck. Even Watson, his bloodhound, was panting in the seat beside him.


  Old headstones listed like tired foot soldiers. In the left corner of the cemetery, near the beech tree, was Comtosook’s oddest gravestone. WINNIE SPARKS, it read. BORN 1835. DIED 1901. DIED 1911. Legend had it that the irritable old woman’s funeral procession had been en route to the cemetery when the horses reared and her coffin fell out of the wagon. As it popped open, Winnie sat up and climbed out, spitting mad. Ten years later when she died—again—her long-suffering husband hammered 150 nails to seal the lid of the coffin, just as a precaution.


  Whether it was true or not didn’t much matter to Eli. But the local teens seemed to think that Winnie’s inability to stay dead was good enough reason to bring six-packs and pot to the cemetery. Eli unfolded his long body from the truck. “You coming?” he said to the dog, which flopped down on the seat in response. Shaking his head, Eli slipped through the cemetery until he reached Winnie’s grave, where four kids too wasted to hear his footsteps were huddled around the blue-fingered flame of a Sterno burner.


  “Boo,” Eli said flatly.


  “It’s the cops!”


  “Damn!” There was a scuffle of sneakers, the ping of bottles clinking together as the teens scrambled to get away. Eli could have had them at any moment, of course; he chose to let them off this time. He turned the beam of his flashlight onto the last of the retreating figures, then swung it down toward the mess. They left behind a faint cloud of sweet smoke and two perfectly good unopened bottles of Rolling Rock that Eli could make use of when he went off duty.


  Bending down, he pulled a dandelion from the base of Winnie’s headstone. As if the motion had dislodged it, a word rolled into his mind: chibaiak... ghosts. His grandmother’s language, which burned on Eli’s tongue like a peppermint. “No such thing,” he said aloud, and walked back to the car to see what else this night might hold in store.
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  Shelby Wakeman had awakened exhausted after a full day’s sleep. She’d been having that dream again, the one where Ethan was standing beside her in an airport, and then she turned around to find that he’d disappeared. Frantic, she’d run from terminal to terminal looking for him, until at last she flew out a door onto the tarmac and found her nine-year-old standing in the path of an incoming jet.


  It terrified her, no matter how often Shelby told herself that this would never happen—she’d never be in an airport with Ethan in the middle of the day, much less lose sight of him. But what frightened her most was that image of her son standing with his arms outstretched, his buttermilk face lifted up to the sun.


  “Earth to Mom... hello?”


  “Sorry.” Shelby smiled. “Just daydreaming.”


  Ethan finished rinsing his plate and setting it into the dishwasher. “Do you think it’s still daydreaming if you do it at night?” Before she could answer, he grabbed his skateboard, as much an appendage as any of his limbs. “Meet you out there?”


  She nodded, and watched Ethan explode into the front yard. No matter how many times she told him to be quiet—at 4 A.M., most people were asleep, not racing around on skateboards—Ethan usually forgot, and Shelby usually didn’t have the heart to remind him.


  Ethan had XP, xeroderma pigmentosum, an incredibly rare inherited disease that left him extremely sensitive to the sun’s ultraviolet rays. In the world, there were only a thousand known cases of XP. If you had it, you had it from birth, and you had it forever.


  Shelby had first noticed something was wrong when Ethan was six weeks old, but it took a year of testing before he was diagnosed with XP. Ultraviolet light, the doctors explained, causes damage to human DNA. Most people can automatically repair that damage... but XP patients can’t. Eventually the damage affects cell division, which leads to cancer. Ethan, they said, might live to reach his teens.


  But Shelby figured if sunlight was going to kill her son, all she needed to do was to make it infinitely dark. She stayed in days. She read Ethan bedtime books by candlelight. She covered the windows of her house with towels and curtains that her husband would rip down every night when he came home from work. “No one,” he’d said, “is allergic to the goddamned sun.”


  By the time they were divorced, Shelby had learned about light. She knew that there was more to fear than just the outdoors. Grocery stores and doctors’ offices had fluorescent fixtures, which were ultraviolet. Sunblock became as common as hand cream, applied inside the house as well as out. Ethan had twenty-two hats, and he donned them with the same casual routine that other children put on their underwear.


  Tonight he was wearing one that said I’M WITH STUPID. The brim was curled tight as a snail, a shape Ethan cultivated by hooking the lip of the hat beneath the adjustable band in the back. When Shelby saw the caps being stored that way, she thought of swans tucking their heads beneath a wing; of the tiny bound feet of the Chinese.


  She finished cleaning up the kitchen and then settled herself with a book on the edge of the driveway. Her long, dark hair was braided into submission, thick as a fist, and she was still hot—how on earth could Ethan race around like that? He ran his skateboard up a homemade wooden ramp and did an Ollie kickflip. “Mom! Mom? Did you see that? It was just like Tony Hawk.”


  “I know it,” Shelby agreed.


  “So don’t you think that it would be totally sweet if we—”


  “We are not going to build a half-pipe in the driveway, Ethan.”


  “But—”


  “Jeez. Whatever.” And he was gone again in a rumble of wheels.


  Inside, Shelby smiled. She loved the attitude that seemed to be creeping into Ethan’s personality, like a puppeteer throwing words into his mouth. She loved the way he turned on Late Night with Conan O’Brien when he thought she was somewhere else in the house, to try to catch all the innuendoes. It made him... well, so normal. If not for the fact that the moon was riding shotgun overhead, and that Ethan’s face was so pale the veins beneath his skin glowed like roads she knew by heart—if not for these small things, Shelby could almost believe her world was just like any other single mother’s.


  Ethan executed a shifty pivot, and then a Casper big spin. There was a time, Shelby realized, when she couldn’t have distinguished a helipop from a G-turn. There was also a time Shelby would have looked at Ethan and herself and felt pity. But Shelby could hardly remember what her existence had been like before this illness was flung over them like a fishing net; and truth be told, any life she’d lived before Ethan could not have been much of a life at all.


  He skidded to a stop in front of her. “I’m starving.”


  “You just ate!”


  Ethan blinked at her, as if that were any kind of excuse. Shelby sighed. “You can go in and have a snack if you want, but it’s looking pink already.”


  Ethan turned toward the sunrise, a claw hooked over the horizon. “Let me watch from out here,” he begged. “Just once.”


  “Ethan—”


  “I know.” His voice dipped down at the edges. “Three more hardflips.”


  “One.”


  “Two.” Without waiting for agreement—she would concede, and they both knew it—Ethan sped off again. Shelby cracked open her novel, the words registering like cars on a freight train—a stream without any individual characteristics. She had just turned the page when she realized Ethan’s skateboard was no longer moving.


  He held it balanced against his leg, the graphic of the superhero Wolverine spotted white. “Mom?” he asked. “Is it snowing?”


  It did, quite often, in Vermont. But not in August. A white swirl tipped toward her book and caught in the wedge of the spine; but it was not a snowflake after all. She lifted the petal to her nose, and sniffed. Roses.


  Shelby had heard of strange weather patterns that caused frogs to evaporate and rain down over the seas; she’d once seen a hailstorm of locusts. But this... ?


  The petals continued to fall, catching in her hair and Ethan’s. “Weird,” he breathed, and he sat down beside Shelby to witness a freak of nature.
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  “Pennies.” Curtis Warburton turned over the coin Ross had handed him. “Anything else?”


  Ross shook his head. It had been three hours, and even with a raging storm outside providing a well of energy, the paranormal activity had been minimal at best. “I thought I saw a globule on the screen at one point, but it turned out to be a smoke alarm hung in the back of the attic.”


  “Well, I haven’t felt a damn thing,” Curtis sighed. “We should have taken the case in Buffalo instead.”


  Ross snapped some used film back into its canister and tucked it into his pocket. “The wife, Eve? She mentioned a little sister who died when she was seven.”


  Curtis looked at him. “Interesting.”


  The two men walked downstairs. Maylene sat on the living room couch in the dark with an infrared thermometer. “You get anything?” Curtis asked.


  “No. This house is about as active as a quadriplegic.”


  “How is it going?” Eve O’Donnell interrupted. She stood at the doorway of the living room, her hand clutching the collar of her robe.


  “I think it’s safe to say that you’re not alone in this house. In fact,” Curtis held out the penny Ross had given him, “I just found this.”


  “Yes... sometimes there are coins lying around. I told Ross that.”


  “Did you?”


  Ross turned, frowning. But before he could ask Curtis why he was playing dumb, his boss started speaking again. “Ghosts can be mischievous that way. Especially the ghost of a child, for example.”


  Ross felt the charge of the air as Eve O’Donnell lay her trust at Curtis’s feet. “I have to tell you,” Curtis said. “I’m getting some very strong sensations here. There’s a presence, but it’s someone you know, someone who knows you.” Curtis tipped his head to one side and furrowed his brow. “It’s a girl... I’m getting the sense it’s a girl, and I’m feeling a number... seven. Did you by any chance have a younger sister who passed?”


  Ross found himself rooted to the floor. He had been trained to consider the fact that 85 percent of the cases they investigated were hoaxes perpetrated by people who either wanted to waste their time, or get on national TV, or prove that paranormal investigation was anything but a science. He couldn’t count how many times they’d found a speaker hidden in the moaning wall; fishing line wrapped around a quaking chandelier. But he’d never considered that the Warburtons might be putting on a show, too.


  “It would be an additional charge, of course,” Curtis was saying, “but I wouldn’t rule out holding a séance.”


  Ross’s head throbbed. “Curtis, could I speak to you privately?”


  They put on their coats and went out, standing under the overhang of the garage as the rain poured down. “This better be good,” Curtis said. “You interrupted me as I was hooking her.”


  “You don’t think there’s a ghost here. The only reason you know about her sister is because I told you.”


  Curtis lit a cigarette; the tip glowed like a slitted eye. “So?”


  “So... you can’t lie to that woman just to make a few bucks and get her reaction on camera.”


  “All I’m doing is telling the O’Donnells what they want to hear. These people believe there’s a ghost in this house. They want to believe there’s a ghost in this house. Even if we’re not getting much activity tonight, that doesn’t mean a spirit isn’t laying low with visitors around.”


  “This isn’t just a ghost,” Ross said, his voice shaking. “This was someone to her.”


  “I didn’t peg you for such a purist. I figured after all these months, you’d know the routine.”


  Ross did not consider himself to be particularly gullible. He’d seen and done enough in his life to always be on the lookout for what was real, because he so often felt like he wasn’t. “I know the routine. I just didn’t know it was all fake.”


  Curtis whipped the cigarette to the ground. “I’m not a fake. The ghost of my grandfather appeared to me, Ross. I took a goddamned photo of him standing at the foot of my bed. You draw your own conclusions. Hell, remember that shot you got of a face rising out of the lake? You think I set that up? I wasn’t even in the same state you were in at the time.” Curtis took a deep breath, calming himself. “Look, I’m not taking the O’Donnells for a ride. I’m a businessman, Ross, and I know my clients.”


  Ross couldn’t answer. For all he knew, Curtis had managed to slip the penny he’d found beneath the tripod, too. For all he knew, the past nine months of his life had been wasted. He was no better than the O’Donnells—he’d seen only what he wanted to believe.


  Maybe she was psychic, because at that moment Maylene stepped outside. “Curtis? What’s going on?”


  “It’s Ross. He’s trying to decide what road to take home—I-81, or the Moral High Ground.”


  Ross stepped into the driving rain and started walking. Let them think what they wanted; they’d certainly encouraged Ross to do the same. He didn’t bother to return for his digital camera or his knapsack; these were things he could replace, unlike his composure, which he was fast in danger of losing. In his car he turned the heater on full blast, trying to get rid of the chill that wouldn’t let go. He drove a mile before he realized that his headlights weren’t on. Then he pulled off to the side of the road and took great, gulping breaths, trying to start his heart again.


  Ross knew how to scientifically record paranormal phenomena and how to interpret the results. He had filmed lights zipping over graveyards; he had taped voices in empty basements; he had felt cold in spots where there could be no draft. For nine months, Ross had thought he’d found an entrance to the world where Aimee was... and it turned out to be a painted door drawn on a wall.


  Damn it, he was running out of ideas.
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  Az Thompson awoke with his mouth full of stones, small and smooth as olive pits. He spat fifteen into the corrugated leather of his palm before he trusted himself to breathe without choking. He swung his legs over the side of the army cot. He tried to shake the certainty that if buried in the packed earth beneath his bare feet, these rocks would grow into some cancerous black thicket, like the ones covering the castle in that White Man’s fairy tale about a girl who couldn’t wake up without being kissed.


  He didn’t mind camping out; for as long as he could remember he’d had one foot in nature and one foot in the yanqui world. Az stuck his head out the flap of the tent, where some of the others had already gathered for breakfast. Their signs—placards to be worn around the neck, and picket posters tacked onto wood—lay in a heap like ventriloquist’s dummies, harmless without some spirit behind them. “Haw,” he grunted, and walked toward the small campfire, knowing that a space would be made for him.


  The others treated him the way they would if Abe Lincoln got up and walked out of that tent—with humility, and no small amount of awe, to find him alive after all this time. Az wasn’t as old as Abe, but he wasn’t off by much. He was 102 or 103—he’d stopped counting a while ago. Because he knew the dying language of his people, he was respected as a teacher. Still, his age alone made him a tribal elder, which would have been something, had the Abenaki been a federally recognized tribe.


  Az heard the creak of every joint in his spine as he settled himself on a folding chair. He grabbed a pair of binoculars from beside the fire pit and peered at the land, a parcel located at the northwesterly intersection of Montgomery Road and Otter Creek Pass. At its crest sat the big white house, now an eyesore. It would be the first thing to go, Az knew, just like he knew everything about this property, from the surveyor’s measurements to the recorded number of the deed plan. He knew the spots where the ground froze first in the winter and the section where no vegetation ever managed to grow. He knew which window in the abandoned house had been broken by kids running wild; which side of the porch had fallen first; which floorboards on the stairs were rotted through.


  He also knew the license plate numbers of every vehicle the Redhook Group had parked on the perimeter. Rumor had it that Newton Redhook wanted to build himself Comtosook’s first strip mall. On one of their burial sites.


  “I’m telling you,” said Fat Charlie, “it’s El Niño.”


  Winks shook his head. “It’s screwed up, is what it is. Ain’t normal to rain roses. That’s like a clock running backward, or well water turning to blood.”


  Fat Charlie laughed. “Winks, you gotta switch back to Letterman. Those horror flicks are getting to you, man.”


  Az looked around, noticing the light dusting of flower petals all over the ground. He rolled his tongue across the cavern of his mouth, tasting those stones again. “What do you think, Az?” Winks asked.


  What he thought was that trying to explain rose petals falling from the sky was not only useless, but also futile, since the things that were going to happen had already been set into motion. What he thought was that rose petals were going to be the least of their problems. Az focused the binoculars on a bulldozer chugging slowly up the road. “I think you can’t dig in the ground,” he said aloud, “without unearthing something.”
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  This was how Ross had met Aimee: On the corner of Broadway and 112th, in the shadow of Columbia University, he had literally run into her, knocking all of her books into a murky brown puddle. She was a medical student studying for her anatomy final, and she nearly started hyperventilating at the sight of all her hard work being ruined. Sitting in the middle of the street in New York, she was also the most beautiful woman Ross had ever seen. “I’ll help you,” Ross promised, although he didn’t know a fibula from a phalanx. “Just give me a second chance.”


  This was how Ross proposed to Aimee: A year later he paid a cab driver to take them past Broadway and 112th en route to dinner at a restaurant. As instructed, the man pulled to the curb, and Ross opened the door and got down on one knee on the filthy pavement. He popped open the small ring box and stared into her electric eyes. “Marry me,” he said, and then he lost his balance and the diamond fell down a sewer grate.


  Aimee’s mouth fell open. “Tell me,” she managed finally, “that didn’t just happen.”


  Ross looked down the black grate, and at the empty box. He tossed it into the sewer, too. Then he pulled another ring, the real ring, from his pocket. “Give me a second chance,” he said.


  Now, in a deserted parking lot, he tipped the bottle up to drink. Sometimes Ross wanted to scratch himself out of his skin, to see what was on the other side. He wanted to jump off bridges into seas of concrete. He wanted to scream until his throat bled; to run until his soles split open. At times like this, when failure was a tidal wave, his life became a finite line—the end of which, through some cosmic joke, he could not seem to reach.


  Ross contemplated suicide the way some people made out shopping lists—methodically, with great attention given to detail. There were days when he was fine. And then there were other days when he took census counts of people who seemed happy, and those who seemed in pain. There were days when it made perfect sense to drink boiling water, or suffocate in the refrigerator, or walk naked into the snow until he simply lay down to sleep.


  Ross had read of suicides, fascinated by the creativity—women who looped their long hair around their own necks to form a rope, men who mainlined mayonnaise, teenagers who swallowed firecrackers. But every time he came close to testing a beam for the weight it would hold, or drew a bead of blood with an X-Acto knife, he would think of the mess he’d leave behind.


  He didn’t know what death held in store for him. But he knew that it wouldn’t be life, and that was good enough. He had not felt anything since the day Aimee had died. The day when, like an idiot, he had chosen to play the hero, first dragging his fiancée from the wreckage and then going back to rescue the driver of the other car moments before it burst into flames. By the time he’d returned to Aimee, she was already gone. She’d died, alone, while he was off being Superman.


  Some hero he had turned out to be, saving the wrong person.


  He threw the empty bottle onto the floor of his Jeep and put the car into gear, tearing out of the parking lot like a teenager. There were no cops around—there never were, when you needed them—and Ross accelerated, until he was doing more than eighty down the single-lane divided highway.


  He came to a stop at the railroad bridge, where the warning gate flashed as its arms lowered, slow as a ballerina. He emptied his mind of everything except inching his car forward until it broke the gate, until the Jeep sat as firm on the tracks as a sacrifice.


  The train pounded. The tracks began to sing a steel symphony. Ross gave himself up to dying, catching a single word between his teeth before impact: Finally.


  The sound was awesome, deafening. And yet it moved past him, growing Doppler-distant, until Ross raised the courage to open his eyes.


  His car was smoking from the hood, but still running. It hobbled unevenly, as if one tire was low on air. And it was pointed in the opposite direction, heading back from where he’d come.


  There was nothing for it: with tears in his eyes, Ross started to drive.
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  Rod van Vleet wasn’t going home without a signed contract. In the first place, Newton Redhook had left him responsible for securing the nineteen acres that comprised the Pike property. In the second place, it had taken over six hours to get to this nursing home in Nowhere, Vermont, and Rod had no plans to return here in the immediate future.


  “Mr. Pike,” he said, smiling at the old man, who was plug-ugly enough to give Rod nightmares for a week. Hell, if Rod himself looked like that by age ninety-five, he was all for someone giving him a morphine nightcap and a bed six feet under. Spencer Pike’s bald head was as spotted as a cantaloupe; his hands were twisted into knots; his body seemed to have taken up permanent position as a human comma. “As you can see here, the Redhook Group is prepared to put into escrow today a check made out to you for fifty thousand dollars, as a token of good faith pending the title search.”


  The old man narrowed a milky eye. “What the hell do I care about money?”


  “Well. Maybe you could take a vacation. You and a nurse.” Rod smiled at the woman standing behind Pike, her arms crossed.


  “Can’t travel. Doctor’s orders. Liver could just... give out.”


  Rod smiled uncomfortably, thinking that an alcoholic who’d survived nearly a hundred years should just get on a plane to Fiji and the hell with the consequences. “Well.”


  “You already said that. You senile?”


  “No, sir.” Rod cleared his throat. “I understand this land was in your wife’s family for several generations?”


  “Yes.”


  “It’s our belief, Mr. Pike, that the Redhook Group can contribute to the growth of Comtosook by developing your acreage in a way that boosts the town economy.”


  “You want to build stores there.”


  “Yes, sir, we do.”


  “You gonna build a bagel shop?”


  Rod blinked, nonplussed. “I don’t believe Mr. Redhook knows yet.”


  “Build it. I like bagels.”


  Rod pushed the check across the table again, this time with the contract. “I won’t be able to build anything, Mr. Pike, until I get your signature here.”


  Pike stared at him for a long moment, then reached out for a pen. Rod let out the breath he’d been holding. “The title is in your wife’s name? Cecelia Pike?”


  “It was Cissy’s.”


  “And this... claim the Abenaki are championing... is there any validity to that?”


  Pike’s knuckles went white from the pressure. “There’s no Indian burial ground on that property.” He glanced up at Rod. “I don’t like you.”


  “I’m getting that sense, sir.”


  “The only reason I’m going to sign this is because I’d rather give that land up than watch it go to the State.”


  Rod rolled up the signed contract and rapped it against the table. “Well!” he said again, and Pike raised one eyebrow. “We’ll be doing our due diligence, and hopefully we’ll finish this deal as soon as we can.”


  “Before I die, you mean,” Pike said dryly as Rod shrugged into his coat. “You don’t want to stay for Charades? Or lunch... I hear we’re having orange Jell-O.” He laughed, the sound like a saw at Rod’s back. “Mr. van Vleet... what will you do with the house?”


  Rod knew this was a touchy subject; it always was for the Redhook Group, which usually razed whatever existing properties existed on the land before building their own modern commercial facilities. “It’s actually not in the best shape,” Rod said carefully. “We may have to... make some adjustments. More room, you know, for your pizza place.”


  “Bagels.” Pike frowned. “So you’re going to tear it down.”


  “Unfortunately, yes.”


  “Better that way,” the old man said. “Too many ghosts.”
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  The only gas station in Comtosook was attached to the general store. Two pumps from the 1950s sat in the parking lot, and it took Rod a good five minutes to realize there simply was no credit card slot. He stuck the nozzle of the pump into his gas tank and pulled out his cell phone, hitting a preprogrammed number. “Angel Quarry,” answered a female voice.


  Rod held the phone away from his ear and cut off the call. He must have dialed wrong; he had been trying to reach the home office to let Newton Redhook know the first hurdle had been cleared. Frowning, he punched the buttons on the keypad again.


  “Angel Quarry. May I help you?”


  Rod shook his head. “I’m trying to reach 617-569—”


  “Well, you got the wrong number.” Click.


  Flummoxed, he stuffed the phone in his pocket and squeezed another gallon into his tank. Reaching for his wallet, he started toward the store to pay.


  A middle-aged man with carrot-red hair stood on the porch, sweeping what seemed to be rose petals from the floorboards. Rod glanced up at the sign on the building—ABE’S GAS & GROCERY—and then back at the shopkeeper. “You must be Abe?”


  “You guessed that right.”


  “Is there a pay phone around here?”


  Abe pointed to the corner of the porch, where a phone booth tilted against the railing, right beside an old drunk who seemed disinclined to move aside. Rod dialed his calling card number, feeling the shopkeeper’s eyes on him the whole time. “Angel Quarry,” he heard, a moment later.


  He slammed down the receiver and stared at it. Abe swept once, twice, three times, clearing a path between Rod and himself. “Problem?” he asked.


  “Must be something screwed up in the phone lines.” Rod dug a twenty out of his wallet for the gas.


  “Must be. Or maybe what those Indians are saying’s true—that if they don’t get their land back, the whole town’ll be cursed.”


  Rod rolled his eyes. He was halfway back to the car by the time he recalled Spencer Pike’s comment about ghosts. He turned around to ask Abe about that, but the man was gone. His broom rested against the splintered porch rail; with each breeze, the neat pile of flower petals scattered like wishes.


  Suddenly a car pulled up on the opposite side of the gas pumps. A man with shoulder-length brown hair and unsettling sea green eyes stepped out and stretched until his back popped. “Excuse me,” he asked, “do you know the way to Shelby Wakeman’s house?”


  Rod shook his head. “I’m not from around here.”


  He didn’t know what made him look in the rearview mirror after he got into the car. The man was still standing there, as if he did not understand what should happen next. Suddenly Rod’s cell phone began to ring. He dug in his breast pocket, flipped it open. “Van Vleet.”


  “Angel Quarry,” said the woman at the other end, as if he’d been the one to call; as if that made any sense at all.


  [image: images]


  “Yeah, I’m coming,” Shelby muttered, as the raps on her front door grew louder. It was only 11 A.M. If this moron woke Ethan... She knotted her hair into a ponytail holder, tugged her pajamas to rights, and squinted against the sun as she opened the door. For a moment, backlit by the daylight, she didn’t recognize him.


  “Shel?”


  It had been two years since she’d seen Ross. They still looked alike—the same rangy build, the same intense pale gaze that people found it hard to break away from. But Ross had lost weight and let his hair grow long. And oh, the circles under his eyes—they were even darker than her own.


  “I woke you up,” he apologized. “I could...”


  “Come here,” Shelby finished, and she folded her baby brother into an embrace.
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  “Go back to sleep,” Ross urged, after Shelby had spent the better part of an hour fussing over him. “Ethan’s going to need you.”


  “Ethan’s going to need you,” Shelby corrected. “Once he finds out you’re here, you might as well forget about getting any rest.” She set a stack of towels on the end of the guest room bed and hugged him. “It goes without saying that you stay as long as you like.” He buried his face in the curve of her shoulder and closed his eyes. Shelby smelled like his childhood.


  Suddenly she drew back. “Oh, Ross,” she murmured, and slipped her hand beneath the collar of his shirt, pulling out the long chain that he kept hidden underneath. At the end hung a diamond solitaire, a falling star. Shelby’s fist closed around it.


  Ross jerked away, and the chain snapped. He grabbed Shelby’s wrist and shook until she let go of the ring, until it was safe in his hand. “Don’t,” he warned, setting his jaw.


  “It’s been—”


  “Don’t you think I know how long it’s been? Don’t you think I know exactly?” Ross turned away. Why was it no one spoke of how kindness can cut just as clean as a knife?


  When Shelby touched his arm, Ross didn’t respond. She didn’t force the issue. Just that one small contact, and then she backed her way out of the room.


  Shelby was right—he ought to sleep—but he also knew that wouldn’t happen. Ross had grown used to insomnia; for years it had crawled under the covers with him, pressed the length of his body with just enough restless indecision to keep him watching the digital display of a clock until the numbers justified getting out of bed.


  He lay down on the bed and stared at the ceiling. He held the ring so tightly in his hand that he could feel the prongs of the setting cutting into his skin. He would have to get something—string, a leather cord—so that he could wear it again. Wide awake, he focused his attention on the clock. He watched the numbers bleed into each other: 12:04; 12:05; 12:06. He counted the roses on the comforter cover. He tried to remember the words to “Waltzing Matilda.”


  When he startled awake at 5:58, Ross could not believe it. He blinked, feeling better than he had in months. He swung his feet over the side of the bed and stood up, wondering if Shelby might have a spare toothbrush.


  It was the absence of the slight weight against his chest that reminded him of the ring. Ross opened his fist and panicked. The diamond he’d fallen asleep clutching was nowhere in sight—not under the covers, not on the carpet, not even behind the bed, which Ross moved with frantic haste. I’ve lost her, Ross thought, staring blankly at what he’d awakened holding instead: a 1932 penny—smooth as a secret; still warm from the heat of his hand.


  TWO


  For an eight-year-old, Lucy Oliver knew quite a lot. She could list all the state capitals; she could explain how a thundercloud formed; she could spell RHYTHM forward and backward. She knew other things too, more important, non-school things. For example, she knew that her great-grandma had come home from the doctor a month ago with little white pills that she hid in the toe of an orthopedic sneaker in her closet. She knew that when grown-ups lowered their voices it meant you had to listen harder. She knew that even the smartest person in the world could be scared by what he or she didn’t understand.


  Lucy also knew, with staunch conviction, that it was only a matter of time before one of them got her.


  They changed form, from night to night. Sometimes they were the shifting shape of the patterns on her curtains. Sometimes they were the cold spot on the floor as Lucy raced across the wide wooden boards into bed. Sometimes they were a smell that made Lucy dream of leaves and dark and carcasses.


  Tonight she was pretending that she was a turtle. Nothing could get into that hard shell; nothing at all. Not even the thing she was certain was breathing at this very second inside her closet. But even with her eyes wide open, Lucy could see the night changing. In some spots it got more pointed; in others it drew back... until she was staring into the see-through face of a woman so sad it made Lucy’s stomach hurt.


  I will find you, the lady said, right inside Lucy’s own head.


  She stifled a scream, because that would wake up her great-grandmother, and whipped the covers over her head. Her thin chest pumped like a piston; her breathing went damp. If this woman could find her, anywhere, then where would Lucy hide? Would her mother know she’d been snatched, just by the dent Lucy’s body left behind on the mattress?


  She snaked one hand out far enough to grab the phone she’d placed on her nightstand and stamped the button that automatically dialed her mother’s lab. Lucy imagined an invisible line connecting her from this phone to the one her mother was holding, a wireless umbilicus, and was so grateful for the picture in her head that she couldn’t squeeze any words around it.


  “Oh, Lucy,” her mother sighed into the silence. “What’s the matter now?”


  “It’s the air,” Lucy whispered, hating her voice. It came out tiny and frantic, like the scramble of mice. “It’s too heavy.”


  “Did you take your inhaler?”


  Lucy had. She was old enough to know what to do when her asthma flared. But it wasn’t that kind of heavy. “It’s going to crush me.” There, it had gotten even worse. Lucy lay down beneath the weight of the night, trying to breathe in small puffs, so that the oxygen in the room would last longer.


  “Honey.” Her mother spoke in a tone that made Lucy think of cold glass vials and mile-long white countertops. “You know air can’t change its weight, not inside your bedroom. This is all your imagination.”


  “But...” Lucy hunched away from the closet, because she could feel the lady watching. “Mom, I’m not making it up.”


  There was a beat that lasted the exact amount of time it took her mother to lose her temper. “Lucy. There are no such things as ghosts, or goblins, or demons, or... or air-crushing invisible beasts. Go to bed.”


  Lucy held the receiver after the line went dead. When the metallic voice of the operator came on, asking her to hang up if she wanted to make another call, she buried the phone beneath her pillow. Her mother was right; she knew on some rational plane that nothing in her room was out to get her; that monsters didn’t hide in closets or under beds, that crying ladies didn’t appear out of nowhere. If the air was becoming as thick as pea soup, there was a perfectly logical explanation, one that could be explained by physics and chemistry.


  But all the same, when Meredith Oliver came home hours later, she found her daughter sleeping in a tub lined with pillows and blankets; the bathroom lit bright as midday.
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  Ross watched his nephew defy gravity one more time, the skateboard rising on the air beneath his balanced feet. “That’s a fifty/fifty,” Ethan informed him, his cheeks flushed with exertion; his hairline damp beneath the scrolled brim of his baseball cap.


  He pretended to try to lift up Ethan’s ankle. “You sure you haven’t got these tied on with fishing line?”


  Ethan grinned and started for his ramp again, then turned around and rolled back. “Uncle Ross?” he said. “Having you here is totally the bomb.”


  On the blanket beside Ross, Shelby plucked at the grass. “That’s about the highest endorsement you could receive.”


  “I figured.” Ross lay back, resting his head on his hands. A shooting star streaked across his field of vision, painting with its silver tail. “He’s great, Shel.”


  Her eyes followed Ethan. “I know.”


  Ethan rattled down the wooden ramp. “Great enough to go ghost hunting with you?” he called over his shoulder.


  “Who told you I go ghost hunting?”


  “I have my sources.” Ethan spun the board, leaping off it at the same time, so that it seemed to rise into his hand. “I’m fast, see? And I don’t get tired at night... and I can be so quiet you wouldn’t even believe it...”


  “I’m sure I wouldn’t,” Ross laughed.


  “No, I mean, really, Uncle Ross, why wouldn’t you take me?”


  “Let’s see. Because your mother would skin me alive; and because I’m retired.”


  “Retired?” The boy ran his tongue over the word. “Does that mean you’re, like, worn out from it?”


  “I guess, in a way.”


  Ethan seemed stunned by this. “Well, that totally sucks.”


  “Ethan.” Shelby shook her head, a warning.


  “Now you’re just like some normal relative,” the boy muttered.


  Ross watched him skate off. “Was that an insult?”


  Shelby ignored him, eyeing Ross carefully instead. “So you’re all right?”


  “Fine.” He smiled at her. “Totally.”


  “It’s just that I get worried, you know, when you don’t call. For six months.”


  Ross shrugged. “I’ve been moving around a lot, with the Warburtons.”


  “I didn’t know you’d stopped doing paranormal investigation.”


  “I didn’t either, until I said it. But I’m sick of not seeing what I want to see.”


  “There’s a difference between being a paleontologist and not finding what you’re after, and being a ghost hunter and not finding what you’re after,” Shelby said. “I mean, there are dinosaur bones out there, even if you aren’t lucky enough to dig them up. But ghosts... well, if they’re all over the place, how come no one’s proved it by now?”


  “I’ve been in a room where the temperature drops by twenty degrees within a few seconds. I’ve taped church choirs singing in empty, locked rooms. I’ve seen faucets turn themselves on. But I’ve never seen a spirit appear in front of my eyes. Hell, for all I know any of those things could be explained away. Maybe it’s God, maybe it’s elves, maybe it’s some technical genius three miles away making it happen by remote control.”


  Shelby grinned. “Is this the same kid who believed in Santa until he was fifteen?”


  “I was ten,” Ross corrected. “And you weren’t the one who set the trap on the roof and got proof.”


  “You got a shingle.”


  “With a hoof print on it.” Ross reached in his pocket for a cigarette, then looked at Ethan and changed his mind. “I should have quit a long time ago.”


  “Smoking?”


  “Ghost hunting.”


  “Why didn’t you?”


  Ross thought of Curtis Warburton: Half this business is telling people what they want to hear. He thought of Aimee’s lost engagement ring, which had vanished overnight, although he’d torn his room apart trying to find it. “Because things happened that I didn’t understand... and I thought that if I looked hard enough, I might be able to figure out why.”


  “Maybe you should have gone into physics, then.”


  Ross shrugged. “Science can’t explain everything.”


  “You mean, like God?”


  “Nothing that profound. What makes you walk past thirty thousand people without a second glance, and then you look at the thirty-thousandth-and-first person and know you’ll never take your eyes off her again?”


  “Love may not be rational, Ross, but it isn’t paranormal.”


  Says who? Ross thought. “That’s not the point. It’s that even when you can’t see something right before your eyes, you can still feel it. And you’re willing to trust your senses in one case, so why not the other?” Getting to his feet, he brushed off his jeans. “You know, I’d go into these houses... and all I’d have to do is be willing to listen, and these people would just talk. Not just psychos, Shel... professors with Ph.D.s, and Fortune 500 CEOs. It’s like once you’ve seen a ghost, you’re part of the club, and you can’t wait to find someone else who doesn’t think you’re insane for admitting that what your parents told you wasn’t true.”


  It’s what Ross had wanted to believe. He had met some psychics who claimed that they could barely turn around without crashing into a spirit. That ghosts were constantly trying to catch their attention. But now, he had his doubts. Now, he was starting to think that once you died, that was that.


  “Even Ph.D.s and CEOs can be liars. Or crazy,” Shelby said.


  “How about four-year-olds?” Ross turned to his sister. “What about the kid who comes up to his mom in the middle of the night and says there’s an old man in his bedroom who told him they have to leave the workshop so he can make a table? And then you go to the library and find out the house is built on a carpentry studio from two hundred years back?”


  “That... happened?”


  The four-year-old boy had eventually started hitting himself in the head to stop hearing the ghost’s voice; he’d scratched at his eyes so that he wouldn’t see it. “Well. I guess kids can go crazy, too. Point is, I’m through with it.” But Ross wondered whether he was trying to convince his sister, or himself.


  Shelby patted his shoulder. “For what it’s worth, Ross, if anyone was going to be able to find concrete evidence of a ghost, I have no doubt it would have been you.”


  Hesitating, he looked at her, then dug into his pocket. He extracted his wallet and pulled a photo from the liner.


  “You’re going to tell me that looks like a mouth, and eyes.” She squinted. “And a hand.”


  “I didn’t tell you anything. You told me.”


  “So what is it?”


  “Curtis Warburton would call it ectoplasm. When I took this picture, there was nothing on that lake... no fog, no breath, nothing. But this is what made it onto the negative. Film is sensitive enough to pick up light, heat, and magnetic energy... which are the same sources of energy spirits use to materialize.” Ross slipped the photo back into his wallet. “Then again, it could have been some crap they spilled at the photo lab.”


  He did not say that at the time he took the photograph, the air suddenly grew so cold that all the hair on his arms and legs stood up. He did not say that for the rest of that day, his hands shook and his eyes could not seem to focus.


  “There was no mist there when you took the picture?” Shelby clarified.


  “Nope.”


  She frowned. “If I saw that in some newspaper, I’d think it was doctored. But—”


  “—but I’m your brother, so you have to trust me?”


  Ethan roared to a stop in front of them. “There’s this rock quarry in town where a guy got murdered a really long time ago. Everyone says it’s haunted. We could go and—”


  “No,” said Ross and Shelby, simultaneously.


  “Jesus H.,” Ethan muttered, loping away again.


  Ross looked over the horizon, the blue night starting to bleed. “Isn’t it time to go in?”


  Shelby nodded and began to gather the remains of their picnic. “So what will you do now?”


  “Track UFOs.” He looked at her. “Kidding.”


  “You could baby-sit for me while I work. Although taking care of Ethan might be even scarier than your last gig.”


  “Ghosts aren’t scary,” Ross said before he could remember to speak hypothetically. “They’re just people. Well, they used to be.”


  Shelby paused in the middle of folding the blanket. “But you’ve never seen one.”


  “No.”


  “Even though you wanted to.”


  Ross forced a smile. “Hey, I’ve never seen a ten-thousand-dollar bill, but I’ve always wanted to see one of those too.”


  Retirement made sense. It was simply a matter of convincing himself. The truth was, in nine months, he had not found what he was looking for. He had not witnessed an apparition because there was nothing there.


  But then again, he had a mind-boggling photograph burning a hole in his back pocket; a spirit that might have taken strength from heat or from light or even his camera batteries, so it could project itself and be seen. To Ross, that was perfectly logical. After all, Aimee had been the one who energized him. Without her, he was no better than a ghost himself, slipping through his own life, unseen.
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  “I ain’t bulldozing over him!” shouted the foreman on the job, his face shiny and florid as a plum. He glared down at Eli from the vantage point of the truck’s cab, arms crossed over the shelf of his belly.


  “Mr. Champigny—”


  “Winks.” The guy lying supine on the ground smiled gamely at Eli. “That’s what everyone calls me.”


  Eli’s dog bounded out of nowhere and planted his front paws on Winks’s chest. “Down, Watson,” Eli ordered. “Mr. Champigny, I’m going to have to ask you to get up. The Redhook company has contractual permission to perform due diligence on this land.”


  “He speakin’ English?” Winks called out to a group of picketers nearby.


  “Can’t you arrest them?” Rod van Vleet asked.


  “They haven’t made any trouble yet. This is civil disobedience, is all.” At least that’s what Eli’s orders were from Chief Follensbee, who didn’t want to stir up what could quickly escalate into an angry racial disagreement. Eli knew that the Abenaki wouldn’t press the issue, if they weren’t pressed themselves. All the same, he wasn’t much in the mood for this. He’d had to pick up Abbott Thule, the town drunk, from the Gas & Grocery and set him in a lockup to dry out. He needed to get Watson something to eat. He did not want to be screwing around now with a bunch of Indians with enough hubris between them to fill the bowl of Lake Champlain.


  He rubbed the back of his neck. Times like this, he wondered why he hadn’t moved to Florida after his mother passed. He was thirty-six, and working way too hard. Hell, he could be out with his dad now, playing a round of golf. He could be sitting under a palm tree. At his side, Watson grinned up at him.


  “There are human remains on this land,” Winks insisted.


  “That true?” Eli asked.


  Rod’s face darkened. “There haven’t been any found. Just a tin locket, some pottery shards, and a 1932 penny.”


  “An arrowhead,” Az Thompson called out, although Eli would have thought the old man was too far away to hear their conversation. “Don’t forget the arrowhead.”


  The developer rolled his eyes. “Yes, all right, they found an arrowhead. Which is proof of absolutely nothing, except that some kid played Cowboys and Indians here.”


  Az Thompson came toward them. “We don’t care about arrowheads, either. Just our ancestors. Didn’t you see Poltergeist? You dig up their resting place, it stands to reason that whatever you build on here isn’t going to be at peace.”


  Eli wondered where the old man’s attachment to the property came from. As far as he knew, Az had moved to Comtosook from somewhere out west. Granted, he’d lived in town nearly as long as Eli had, but it wasn’t like Az had any special connection to this spot. Apparently his grievance with the development wasn’t personal as much as it was principle.


  “That’s a threat,” Rod said to Eli. “You heard him.”


  Az laughed. “What did I threaten you with?”


  “A curse. Some... hex.”


  The old Indian cupped his hands around a pipe and lit the leaves in the bowl. “Gotta believe in that kind of stuff before it can do its work on you.” He inhaled, his words slipping out on the smoke. “You believe in that kind of stuff, Mr. van Vleet?”


  “Look,” Eli sighed. “I know how you all feel about this development company, Az. But if you have a grievance, your best bet is to go through the courts.”


  “The last time the legal system said it knew what was best for the Abenaki, it did a damn good job of nearly wiping us out,” Az replied. “No, Detective Rochert, I don’t think we’ll go to your courts.”


  “His courts?” Winks, standing now, snorted as he dusted off his jeans. “Eli, who went and told you that fancy blue uniform of yours makes your skin look less red?”


  Eli didn’t think, he just lunged for Winks, grabbing the smaller man by the lapels and slamming him up against the side of the bulldozer. Watson was a moment behind, teeth bared. Eli heard the satisfying crack of Winks’s head against the metal frame, and then reason settled over him. He could feel Az Thompson watching; could feel the air caught in the bellows of his own lungs.


  As he turned away and called off his dog, Eli remembered going with his mother’s relatives to fish for a summer month along the banks of the lake. The kids, brown and barefoot, played so much tag they had flattened the tall grasses for nearly a mile square. Eli had been ten before he realized that the lake he knew as Pitawbagw—the water that lies between—was marked on a map as Lake Champlain.


  Nodding to the driver of the bulldozer, Eli gave the okay to start digging. Purposefully turning away from the Indians, he steeled himself to keep the peace.
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  A week after his arrival in Comtosook, Ross wandered along the edge of the lake, ignoring the scratch of pebbles beneath the arches of his bare feet. The water was cold—too cold, for August—but this he did not mind. Feeling anything, even discomfort, was a nice change.


  Lake Champlain was so long that you could not see it from end to end, although the Adirondacks loomed like distant soldiers on the opposite shore. Aimee had been born on that other side, in upstate New York. They had been driving to her parents’ home the day the sky fell down.


  Once, at the bookstore in Manhattan where Ross had worked, an author came in to give a speech about death rituals. In Tibetan burials, a monk stripped the flesh from the bone of a corpse and cut the body into pieces, so vultures could devour the remains. In Bali, a body was buried during the years it took to plan the spectacular cremation ceremony. But before the interment, the deceased was spun and splashed and shaken in a colorful bamboo tower, so that the spirit couldn’t find its way back.


  Ross had been working that night, which meant setting up the chairs for the audience, arranging the books to be signed on a small table, getting the author bottled water at the podium. It was a good crowd—academic sociologists rubbing tweedy elbows with spiky-haired Goths in black overcoats. As the lecture went on, Ross stood in the back, amazed at how many ways there were to say good-bye.


  Aimee had stumbled in sometime in the middle. She was still wearing her scrubs, and Ross’s first thought was that she must be cold; she was always cold when she wore them as pajamas, yet here she was running through the streets of the city in December.


  His second thought was that something was terribly wrong.


  “Hey.” Ross caught her as she almost wandered past him into the stacks of the store.


  She threw herself into his arms and started sobbing. Several members of the audience turned around; the speaker himself glanced up, distracted.


  Ross pulled Aimee by the hand into the gardening section, where nobody in New York City ever bothered to browse. He framed her face in his hands, his heart pounding: she had cancer; she was pregnant; she did not love him anymore.


  “Martin died,” she choked out.


  Ross held her, trying to place the name. In fits and starts the story came out—Martin Birenbaum, fifty-three, had been the victim of a fire at a chemical plant. Third-degree burns covered 85 percent of his body. It had fallen to Aimee, as a third-year medical student in the ER, to try to make him as comfortable as possible by debriding his wounds, keeping them clean, and administering Silvadine. When he asked if he was going to die, she had looked him in the eye and said yes.


  He was the first patient she had ever lost, and because of this his face was scarred into her mind. “I stayed with him because I knew I couldn’t help,” Aimee confessed. “Maybe it gets easier, you know, every time it happens. But maybe it doesn’t, Ross. Maybe I shouldn’t be in medicine.” She suddenly stared at him. “When I die, you have to be there. Like I was, today.”


  “You’re not dying—”


  “Ross, Jesus Christ, I just had a profoundly upsetting experience... can’t you promise me this?”


  “No,” he said flatly. “Because I’m going first.”


  She was silent for a moment, and then a tiny laugh escaped. “Did you already book your ticket?”


  “Guei, or hungry ghosts,” the lecturer said just then, “are the souls of the Chinese who passed on unnaturally... as a result, they wander the earth making trouble for the living.”


  At that, Aimee looked up. “What the hell are we listening to, Ross?”


  “Yes,” he’d answered. “That’s close enough.”


  Afterward, they never spoke of Martin Birenbaum. Ross had accompanied Aimee to the funeral. Over the course of her residency, more patients died in her care. But he could not remember her ever breaking down over it. Eventually, like most doctors, she came to understand that death was just the tail end of life.


  He skipped a stone into Lake Champlain, which sank before the second rock he threw even skimmed the surface. Aimee had been cremated. Her ashes were somewhere on the other side of this lake, with her parents. He did not know what they had done with them; after the first three years he had stopped returning their phone calls and letters, simply because it hurt too much.


  Ross picked up his shoes, intent on heading back to his car. As he slid into the driver’s seat he remembered one more story from the speaker at the bookstore. The Mexicans believed that for one day every year, the veil was lifted, and old souls could journey home to visit people they’d left behind.


  When I die, you have to be there.


  But he hadn’t been. Yet now, he couldn’t seem to leave.
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  Meredith Oliver’s office at Generra Institute had a Washington, D.C., zip code, and if you looked closely from the window, you could see the Jefferson Memorial. She found it fairly ironic, since most of the scientists at her place of business flouted the very concept of all men being created equal—in their opinion, only the strongest survived.


  Sitting across from her, nervously wringing each other’s hands, were Mr. and Mrs. De la Corria. “Good news,” Meredith said with a smile. In the decade she’d been doing preimplantation genetic diagnosis, she’d learned that the only thing more stressful for a couple than in vitro fertilization was waiting for the results of the tests that led up to it. “There are three viable embryos.”


  Carlos De la Corria was a hemophiliac. Terrified to pass the disease on through his offspring, he and his wife had opted for assisted reproduction, in which embryos were created from their own sperm and eggs and then genetically screened by Meredith. Before the embryo was put into the mother’s uterus, she would know that her baby did not possess the gene for hemophilia.


  “How many are boys?” asked Carlos.


  “Two.” Meredith looked him in the eye. The gene for hemophilia was carried on the X chromosome. That meant a male child born to the De la Corrias would not be able to pass on his father’s illness. In effect, if they had only boys, they’d stamp out hemophilia in future generations of their family.


  Carlos lifted his wife from the chair and whirled her around Meredith’s small office. All those ethicists who were terrified of what might come of gene modification—well, they need only witness a moment like this. Meredith kept two pictures on her desk—one of Lucy, and another of her first patient, a beaming woman with cystic fibrosis holding her son, who—thanks to Meredith—had been born without the disease.


  Mrs. De la Corria sank down in her chair again, still breathless. “The girl?” she asked softly.


  “The third embryo tested is, in fact, a carrier. I’m sorry,” Meredith replied.


  Carlos squeezed his wife’s hand. “Well, then,” he said optimistically. “It looks like we’ll be having twin boys.”


  There were plenty of obstacles still to overcome, and there was every chance that the embryos wouldn’t succeed—but Meredith had done her part of the job. From here, other doctors at Generra took over with the implantation. Meredith accepted the De la Corrias’ gratitude and then scanned her appointment sheet. Two more consultations, and then she had the afternoon to work in her lab.


  She slipped on her reading glasses—she kept them in a pocket, too vain for overt display—and pulled the pen that anchored her curls into some semblance of a knot. Her honey-gold hair tumbled around her shoulders in a tangle, the mess it always was, as if it were God’s joke to give Meredith Oliver, the control freak, hair that had seemed to have a mind of its own. She scrubbed her hands down her face, rubbed bloodshot brown eyes. “Tonight,” she told herself out loud, “I will not let myself work. I will go home, and take a hot bath, and read Lucy something other than an article from the Journal of Theriogenology.”


  She wondered if saying it, instead of just thinking it, made it any more likely to happen.


  “Dr. Oliver?” A knock on the door, followed by her secretary. “The De la Corrias signed this release.”


  Without looking, Meredith knew what it was—permission for Generra to discard their third, female embryo. “They should wait until after implantation. There’s a chance that the in vitro won’t take, and then...”


  Her voice drifted off. And then, it would make no difference. The De La Corrias would rather be childless than utilize this damaged embryo. The baby would not be hemophiliac herself... in all likelihood she’d be a perfectly healthy girl with her mother’s shining hair and her father’s chestnut eyes. But she had the potential to pass the illness to her own male children one day, and given that, her parents would rather she never be born.


  Meredith signed off on the release and set it to one side of her desk. “The Albertsons are here,” said the secretary.


  “Give me a minute.”


  As soon as the door closed, Meredith picked up the phone and dialed home. She imagined her daughter sitting at the kitchen table, two braids curling down her back like replicas of the human genome, as she practiced her Us and Vs for handwriting homework. Ula unrolled uneven umbrellas. Lucy lifted the receiver. “Hello?”


  “Hey, Noodle.”


  “Mom! Where are you?”


  “On Jupiter. Where are you?”


  “In the Calamari Desert.”


  Meredith smiled. “That might be Kalahari.”


  “When are you coming home?”


  “Soon.”


  There was a beat of silence. “Before it gets dark?”


  Meredith closed her eyes. “I’ll be back for dinner,” she promised. “Tell Granny Ruby. And no more Oreos until I get home.”


  Lucy sucked in a breath. “How did you know I was—”


  “Because I’m the mom. Love you.” Meredith hung up, then twisted her hair onto the top of her head. She scrabbled through her drawer for a rubber band, but could only come up with a few paper clips, which worked about as well as bobby pins. Her glance fell on the release the De la Corrias had signed. On impulse, Meredith slipped the form into the lower drawer of her desk. She would lose it, temporarily. Just in case.


  She pushed the button of her intercom and a moment later the door swung open, revealing the Albertsons. They looked beaten and drained, like most of the other couples who came through her office for the first time. Meredith held out her hand. “I’m Dr. Oliver. I’ve reviewed your case. And,” she said briskly, “I can help.”
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  Az knew that if push came to shove, he wouldn’t be able to chase a squirrel out of Angel Quarry, much less give full pursuit to an armed intruder. The owners kept him on as a security guard out of kindness, or pity, or maybe because he only bothered to pick up half his paychecks, not having much use for them in the long run. Luckily, there was only one access road into the quarry, not that Az paid much attention to it. He sat in the small illuminated booth at the quarry office, where three closed-circuit televisions monitored activity at different locations, and kept his eye instead on the fourth monitor, tuned to the Red Sox.


  “Ha,” Az snorted at the batter. “They pay you eleven million bucks a year for that?”


  The quarry was one of Vermont’s granite mines, veins of rock etched into the cliffs like the deep lines of Az’s face. A long time ago, they’d drilled the charges by hand, blasted, and milled the stone for export. These days, it was mostly computerized. Working alone at night, he never saw another soul... for all he knew, it was like that at peak hours too. Az sometimes wondered if he was the only human employed there.


  In the thirty years he’d been working at the quarry, he had filed only two security reports. One involved an electrical storm that set off an explosion intended to detonate the following day. The second was about a suicidal man, who scaled the protective wall and tried to jump off one of the cliffs into the jagged rubble at the base. The fool broke both legs, recovered, and started a dot-com business.


  Az liked working at night, and he liked working alone. If he was quiet when he made his rounds, he could hear buds burst; he could smell the turn of the seasons. On occasion he would lie on his back, his hands propping up his head, and watch the stars reconfigure themselves into the constellations of his life—an angry bull of frustration, the imbalanced scales of justice, the twin loves he’d lost ages ago.


  He wondered what was going on at Otter Creek Pass. In the week Rod van Vleet had been on the site, the Abenaki protest had intensified, and the public had noticed. It helped that Thule Abbott, the town drunk, had awakened one morning with all his straight hair gone curly, and he’d spent a day in the church getting a dose of Jesus and blaming the ghosts for his misfortune. Rumors flew through Comtosook like the occasional dusting of rose petals, which fell like pollen on the cars parked at the Dairy Twirl and clogged the drains in the outdoor showers at the town pool.


  If Rod van Vleet had half a brain, he’d roll his construction equipment in during the night, when most of the Indians were snoring in their tents a distance away. Good thing the frontman for the Redhook Group was a fool. Given the habitual disorganization of the Abenaki protest, it put them on equal footing.


  A small firefly winked past Az’s left eye. Then he realized it wasn’t a June bug at all, but a small bobbing light on the pitch-dark screen of one of the satellite TVs, the one that viewed the mine’s northern wall and most active stripping site. A flush of heat ran down between Az’s shoulders—it took a moment for him to recognize excitement for what it was. Jamming his hat on his head, he struck off toward the spot where the light had been. The years fell away with each footstep, until he was once again straight and strong as an oak that punched the sky, until he was needed.


  [image: images]


  Ross didn’t know whom he blamed more: Ethan, for planting this seed in his mind; or himself, for bothering to listen. Angel Quarry is haunted, his nephew had said, everyone says so. He walked softly along the narrow path until he felt the hair on the back of his neck prickle. This, then, was where he would set up. He didn’t dare use his flashlight yet—something he’d learned early from the Warburtons. Authorities usually left ghost hunters alone, but trespassing was trespassing. If you were exploring a graveyard, you learned to back in with your headlights off, so that you could make a quick escape. Likewise, if you were creeping through private property in the middle of the night, you did everything possible to keep from calling attention to yourself.


  Thinking of Aimee this afternoon had made him want to try, one last time, no matter that he’d told Shelby he’d hung up his paranormal shingle. So from Lake Champlain he’d gone to Burlington, to a discount electronics store, where he bought a new infrared video camera. When Shelby put dinner on the table, he told her he had a date that night.


  “Really?” She’d smiled so brightly it hurt Ross just to look. “Who is it?”


  “None of your business.”


  “Ross,” Shelby answered, “this is exactly what you need.”


  He hated that he’d lied to his sister. He hated the way she had reached into the window of his car before he left to straighten the collar of his shirt, how she told him the door would be open whenever he got home.


  Now, while his sister wondered which eligible female he was meeting, Ross balanced his flashlight on an outcropping of rock, so that he could set up the tripod for the video camera. “I am not going to see anything,” Ross murmured as he peered through the viewfinder. He hesitated, then swore.


  He was retired.


  He didn’t believe in ghosts, not anymore.


  But what if this was the time that something materialized? What if he walked away now, without finding out for sure? If Ethan was right—if someone had been murdered at the quarry—there was an excellent chance that a restless spirit was hanging around. The ones who didn’t go on to heaven or whatever came next were the ones who had unfinished business left—people who had died violently, or committed suicide without communicating a message. Sometimes they stayed because they didn’t want to leave someone they loved.


  Ross knew that if luck was on his side when he ran the camera, he might get some zipping lights, maybe a globule or two. He might catch some EVPs—electronic voice phenomena. And if there was any evidence at all that something paranormal existed in this quarry, there was a chance Aimee was somewhere, too.


  Going by his senses, Ross pointed the video to a spot in the quarry that his eyes kept coming back to, although he had no idea if in fact that was where a murder had occurred. He loaded a fresh tape and checked the battery, then sat back to wait.


  Suddenly he was blinded by a beacon. “I can explain,” he began.


  Whatever Ross was going to say, however, died on his lips as he found himself face-to-face with an ancient man wearing a vintage security guard’s uniform; a man who held so much of the world in his eyes that Ross was certain he was looking at a ghost.
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  “Who are you?” the man whispered to Az. He was gawking like he’d never seen anyone native before, and frankly, that pissed Az off.


  “You’re trespassing,” Az said.


  “This used to be your land?”


  Sweet Jesus, and they talked about Indians being hooked on peyote. Granted, Az was old, and he was rigged out in a security guard’s uniform he’d owned for twenty-five years now, but still... The guy looked normal enough—maybe even had a little Abenaki blood, what with that long, dark hair. It was enough to make Az feel pity for him, anyway. “Look, tell you what. You pack up whatever it is you’re doing and get out, and I won’t tell anyone I saw you.”


  The man nodded, and then lunged forward in an attempt to touch him. Startled, Az drew away and pulled his billy club.


  “Please! I just... I just want to ask you a few questions.”


  Christ. Az was going to miss the whole seventh inning, at this rate.


  “Do you live here?”


  “No, and I don’t have a teepee either, if that’s next on the list.” Az grabbed his arm. “Now shut that thing off and—”


  “You can touch me...?”


  “I can beat the crap out of you, too, if you keep this up,” Az said. “The Red Sox are tied with the Yankees, though, so it’s going to be fast.”


  The intruder—well, he faded—that was the only word for it. It was the same thing Az had seen over and over sitting at the deathbed of a friend; that light that made a person what he was, suddenly snuffing out. “The Red Sox,” the man murmured. “Then you’re not a ghost.”


  “I may be old, but I’m sure as hell not dead.”


  “I thought you were...” He shook his head, then extended his hand. “I’m Ross Wakeman.”


  “You’re crazy, is what you are.”


  “That too, I guess.” Ross ran a hand through his hair. “I’m a paranormal researcher. Well, I was one, anyway.”


  Az shrugged. “You ever find anything?”


  Ross paused. “Is there something here to find?”


  “Never seen nothing myself. Not here, anyway.”


  “But you have, other places?”


  Az avoided the question. “You can’t stay. Private property.”


  Ross busied himself cleaning up his equipment, taking his sweet time, from the looks of it. “I heard there was a murder here years ago.”


  “That’s what they say.”


  “You know anything about it?”


  Az looked into the pit of the quarry. “It happened before I was a security guard.”


  “Right.” Ross lifted the camera bag and slung it over his shoulder. “Sorry about... the mistaken identity thing.”


  “It’s nothing.” Az started to escort the younger man out. As Ross reached his car, Az curled his hand around the cast-iron gate. “Mr. Wakeman,” he called. “Those spirits you’re looking for? You aren’t far off.”


  He went back to the security booth, leaving Ross to wonder if that was a promise or a threat.
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  Over the next few weeks, the residents of Comtosook came to believe in the unexpected. Mothers would awaken with their throats so full of tears they could not call out to their children. Businessmen catching their reflections in a pane of glass were suddenly unable to recognize their own faces. Young lovers, parked at the Point and twined together like the strands of a rope, whispered desperate vows of passion only to realize their words had come out as bubbles, and burst just as quickly.


  Shelby Wakeman found ladybugs swarming all the north-facing windows of her house. Rod van Vleet could drive no more than a quarter of a mile in his company car before the scent of berries burst from the air-conditioning vents, making the interior of the Taurus as cloying and thick as jam. Spencer Pike slipped his hand beneath his pillow and discovered three sky-blue robin’s eggs.


  Ethan, who knew better, found himself stealing glimpses of the sun.


  Droves of cats escaped from their homes and walked down to the river to bathe. The level of water in Lake Champlain rose and fell twice a day, as if there were a tide. Roses burst free of their trellises to grow in wild, tangled thickets. Nothing at the dinner table tasted quite right.


  And in spite of the temperate August climate, the disputed land on Otter Creek Pass froze solid, so that excavation became a physical impossibility as well as a philosophical one.
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  “What do you make of it?” Winks Smiling Fox asked, grunting as he moved the drum a few feet to the left. Where they’d been sitting, the ground beneath their feet was icy. Yet over here, there were dandelions growing.


  There were documented cases of ground freezes occurring during a New England summer. In 1794, the Old Farmer’s Almanac predicted a frost in July as a result of a typographical error, which then unexpectedly came true when Mount Vesuvius erupted and the dust it sent into the atmosphere caused a miniature nuclear winter. Every few years, a blueberry frost would move through Vermont, dragging temperatures below freezing and drying the fruit on the bushes. And yet in all these instances, the damage was done town-wide, not just on one small patch of land.


  “You remember the stories about Azeban?” Winks said. “The ones from when we were kids? That’s what I keep thinking of.”


  “Azeban?” said Fat Charlie. “The trickster?”


  “Uh-huh.” Winks nodded. “Remember how he’d set a trap for someone else as some big joke and get caught up in it himself? Like when he went to stamp out the fire Fox was sleeping near, and wound up watching his own tail get burned.”


  “Wouldn’t mind a little fire here, actually, now...”


  “No, Charlie,” said Az, coming up from behind. “Winks means that if you set out to do bad things to others, bad things are gonna come back to you.”


  He watched his friends take their seats again and pick up their drumsticks. This was how they passed the time, braiding their voices into one long, strong cord of sound. With the exception of the song they sang in their all-but-forgotten native tongue, there was no other way to know that this group of men was Abenaki. They’d learned well from the lessons of the past century, their ancestors intermarrying in the hopes of disappearing beneath white surnames and Caucasian traits. Winks had blond hair; Fat Charlie’s skin was pale as an Irishman’s.


  “You think there’s something more to it than that?” Winks asked. “I mean, some strange stuff’s been going on.”


  He did not have to explain; in addition to the frozen ground, the owner of a trucking company was using a shop vac to clear out the nooks and crannies of his excavators, which had become clogged with cicadas.


  “In town, they’re saying if the Indians don’t drive Redhook off the land, the ghosts will,” Fat Charlie added.


  “If my grave was being rolled by a bulldozer, I’d be pretty pissed off. Come back and rattle some chains, henh.” Winks snorted. “You see that state archaeologist guy? He says an ‘Our Father’ under his breath every time he thinks no one’s listening. Even if there’s no such thing as ghosts, it’s scaring the crap out of them.”


  “No such thing? The spirit of my great-great-uncle came to me during a sweat last year,” Fat Charlie said. “You’ve seen ’em too, right, Az?”


  “There’s a difference between the spirits that have gone on, and the ones that can’t leave,” Az said. He picked up a knife and began to whittle a branch to a point. “Where I used to live, there was a girl whose parents told her she couldn’t marry the boy she loved. So she hanged herself from a beech tree on top of a hill. Her boyfriend went up to the same tree after she was buried, and hanged himself too. And if an Indian gets hanged, his spirit can’t go to the sky—it gets trapped behind, in the body.” He tested the point of his spear. “After they died, two blue lights used to come over the hill at night.”


  Winks leaned forward, elbows balanced on his knees. “Anyone ever get close to them?”


  The old man ran the knife down the branch again. Behind him, he could sense Rod van Vleet, doing everything in his power to pretend he was not listening. “Nobody,” Az said, “was stupid enough to try.”
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  “Ethan?”


  From his vantage point beneath the blackout shades, Ethan froze at the sound of his mother’s voice. He whipped his body back so that it wasn’t pressed against the warm glass windowpane and slid his sunglasses between the crack where his bed met the wall. “Hey,” he said, as she opened the bedroom door.


  Her hawk’s eyes took in the rumpled comforter, the hat on Ethan’s head, the drawn curtains. She approached him, narrowed her gaze, and tugged down the sleeve of his shirt where a quarter-inch strip of skin showed above his wrist. “I’m going to work,” his mother said. “You ought to be asleep by now.”


  “I’m not tired,” Ethan complained. It struck him, though, that his mother must be exhausted. To stay up with him all night, and to work part-time during the day at the library? “Mom,” he asked, “are you tired?”


  “All the time,” she answered, and kissed him good-bye.


  He waited until he heard her footsteps echoing on the tile floor of the kitchen. Words were traded like playing cards between his mother and Uncle Ross about how late Ethan should be allowed to stay up and what to do in case of emergency. Ethan dug along the side of his bed until he found the silver wraparound sunglasses. He settled his cap more firmly on his brow. Then he lifted the edge of the blackout shade and curled like a kitten on the windowsill. Within minutes, burns rose beneath the chalk of his skin, small spots dotted his face, but Ethan didn’t care. He’d scar, if that’s what it took to prove he’d been a part of this world.
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  The scientists from CRREL, the Army Corps of Engineers, who had taken a van from Hanover, New Hampshire, to Comtosook and spent the day extracting soil samples with drills made to delve through ground frozen solid as stone, spoke to Rod van Vleet only peripherally. They had come out of academic curiosity and talked of the impact of thaw distribution on vehicle mobility... but did not explain how or why this had occurred here and now.


  The fellow who arrived from the Scott Polar Research Institute said it looked like permafrost, a climate-dependent phenomenon that occurred when the ground temperature remained below freezing for two or more years—which was not the case on Otter Creek Pass. He spoke of pore ice, segregated ice, and pingos, and reminded Rod that at one point, Burlington and its environs had been glacial.


  A Danish team phoned to ask if sudden freezing of the property had affected the chemistry of the atmosphere, and would Rod consider selling in the name of research?


  Yet for all of the combined wisdom that these scientists brought to the table, none could explain the odd cravings they developed the moment they crossed into Comtosook—for banana chips and candied violets and the soft skin of homemade puddings. They could not comment on the way loneliness perched on the telephone lines like a crow, except to point out that this was normal in regions where cold seeped so deep it was physically impossible to reach out to anyone else.


  By the time they returned to their labs and academic towers, took out their samples, and dusted away the layer of flower petals from the test tubes and Cold Paks, these quirks had been forgotten. They already knew what the residents of Comtosook were just now learning: that the world is a place where the extraordinary can sit just beside the ordinary with the thinnest of boundaries; that even in environments inhospitable to man, all sorts of entities might thrive.
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  The Comtosook Public Library did not get many visitors, which was a blessing given the size of the building. Tiny rooms were strung together like pearls, far more suited to a small country inn than a repository for literature. The most crowded it got was Thursday mornings, when up to thirty preschoolers would sprawl on their bellies in the two small enclaves that made up the juvenile section, for story time. The children’s librarian had to run back and forth between the rooms with an open book, so that all the kids could see.


  There were bookshelves at angles, bookshelves stuck in the middle of the floor, bookshelves turned on their sides if necessary—whatever it took to accommodate a large number of volumes in an inadequate run of space. The reference librarian—Shelby, on weekday mornings—needed to know the Dewey Decimal system and various computer search engines, as well as how to navigate the library to find the fruits of these labors. But for the most part, Shelby was free to do whatever she liked during her work hours, and what she liked to do was chew words.


  Shelby loved them the way epicureans loved food—each syllable was something to be rolled on the tongue, swallowed, and wholly appreciated. Sometimes she would sit with the dictionary cracked open and read with all the breathless impatience another patron might save for a thriller. Griseous: mottled. Kloof: a ravine. Nidicolous: Reared for a time in a nest.


  She imagined receiving a phone call one day—Meredith Vieira, on Who Wants to Be a Millionaire, or a radio disc jockey offering a fortune if she only knew the definition of one bizarre word. “Pilose?” she would repeat, and then pretend she did not know it, for the sheer suspense. “Covered with soft hair.”


  She was smart enough, after four years of college and another two of graduate school, to know that she used language like shore dwellers used sandbags: to create a buffer zone between herself and the rest of the world. She also knew that she could learn every last word in the dictionary and still not be able to explain why her life had turned out the way it had.


  She was worried about Ethan; she was worried about Ross. She was so busy, in fact, taking care of the immediate world that it kept her from dwelling on the fact that there never seemed to be anyone around who bothered to worry about her.


  The library was empty, a result of regular patrons being too uneasy these days to venture out into a town that changed before their very eyes. To Shelby, the recent eccentricities amounted to sweeping petals off the steps of the library; she wasn’t worried about an impending Armageddon or global warming or the coming of phantoms, as conversation at the town diner suggested. To a woman who had built a home on a footing of abnormality, recent events were nothing to get excited about.


  When the door creaked open, Shelby glanced up. A man she had never seen before entered, dressed in a suit too expensive to have come from any store within a fifty-mile radius. However, there was something... off. His tie listed to the left and his skin was nearly as white as Ethan’s. He glanced from the oddly sloped floor to the jutting angles of the wall to the stacks of encyclopedias kittering up the wall. “This is the library?”


  “Yes. Can I help you?”


  His gaze circled like a bird, finally coming to rest on Shelby. “Can you even find anything in here?”


  Rhabdomancy, Shelby thought. Divination by wands. “That depends. What are you looking for?”


  “Indian burial grounds. What happened to them, in the past, when someone built over them. Legal precedent. That sort of thing.”


  “You must be one of the developers,” Shelby said. She led him to a spot at the rear of the library, where a microfiche was tucked behind a low shelf of cookbooks. “There was a dispute just a year ago in Swanton. You might want to try there first.”


  “You wouldn’t happen to remember the outcome, would you?”


  “The state bought the property.”


  “Oh, great. Terrific.” He exhaled heavily and sprawled backward in the chair. “Was that Swanton land cursed too?”


  “Excuse me?”


  For a moment, he seemed too frustrated to speak. “Those Indians, what do they do... conjure up all their dead ancestors whenever they need them? Whatever it takes, right, to get us Massholes out of town?”


  Shelby worried her nail between her teeth.


  “We’re just trying to build a strip mall, for God’s sake. I’ve got the owner’s signature, all nice and legal on a piece of paper. I’ve forked over fifty thousand dollars, to start. I do everything by the book, and in return, I’ve got temperatures dropping below zero for no reason whatsoever; I’ve got voices screaming in the middle of the night. I’ve got my labor force quitting. Jesus... this morning, I got shoved, and there was no one behind me!” He looked directly at Shelby. “I am not going crazy. I’m not.”


  “Of course you aren’t,” she murmured.


  The man ran a hand down his face. “I don’t know why I bothered to come here. You can’t help me.”


  “No, I can’t,” Shelby said. “But I think I know someone who can.”
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  Ross sprawled in Shelby’s living room, the volume on the television cranked up as loud as he felt he could make it without waking his nephew. Wires linked his video camera to the screen, as the short tape he’d made at the quarry ran. He paused the image with the remote control, rewound it, and leaned forward to scrutinize it again. But no, the flickering at the corner of the screen was just a reflection—nothing paranormal at all.


  He shut off the television and leaned back, eyes closed. “Waste of time.”


  “That bad, huh?” Shelby walked in and slung her pocketbook onto the couch.


  “Ethan was fine.”


  “I was talking about your date. Are you going to tell me who she was now, or is that a state secret?”


  “Nobody you know.”


  “How can I be sure until you tell me?” Shelby sat down. “What’s with the video camera?”


  Ross set out to change the subject as quickly as possible. “How was work?”


  “Actually, I think I got you a job today.”


  “Thanks, but I don’t think library work is for me. I gave up alphabetizing for Lent.”


  “A. It’s not Lent, and B. It’s not library work—”


  “You’re alphabetizing,” Ross pointed out, grinning.


  Shelby tucked one foot beneath her. “A man came in today, Rod van Vleet. He’s working for the development company that bought a piece of land on Otter Creek Pass—”


  “Where?”


  “Well, it doesn’t matter. What’s important is that he’s all freaked out because he thinks the property is haunted.” Shelby smiled, triumphant. “Guess where you come in.”


  His jaw tightened. “Is this about money? Because if you want me to pay rent—”


  “Ross, stop. I said something to him because I thought it might get you excited. You’ve been moping around since you got here. You’ve barely even left the house in weeks.”


  “You hardly ever leave the house.”


  “That’s different and you know it.”


  Ross got out of the chair and yanked the wires out of the TV, packing up his video camera in its padded bag. “I didn’t realize you had expectations,” he said bitterly. “I didn’t know that it wasn’t all right to just take a breather.”


  “A breather? Are you sure that’s why you came here?” By now she was standing toe-to-toe with him. “Or were you looking for someplace to stop breathing?”


  Ross held her gaze for a minute. “Shel. It was only that once, just after she died.”


  Shelby’s hands came up to Ross’s wrists, pulled them down between them. Her thumbs edged up the sleeves of his sweater, traced the history there. “Once. I go to ask you if you want soup for lunch, soup, Ross, and you’re bleeding out.”


  “You should have let me,” Ross said, gently breaking away.


  “Fuck you.” Tears glittered in Shelby’s eyes. “When you close the bathroom door now, I wonder if you’re taking pills. When you go out driving, I wonder if you’re wrapped around a tree. Did it ever occur to you that you’re not the only person who’s ever lost someone? Aimee died. People die. You’re alive, and you have to start acting like it.”


  His gaze was glacial. “Will you feel that way in a few years, when it’s Ethan?”


  A small sound made them turn toward the doorway, but by then the boy who had heard every word had run off.
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  He was wearing a sweatshirt and long pants, and of course a baseball hat, but his face and his hands were uncovered. By the time Ethan reached the quarry—the highest spot in town, with cliffs that pierced the sky—his fingers were swollen like sausages, and so red they ached with every heartbeat.


  Maybe a truck would hit him on the way. Maybe he would burn to a crisp, go up in flames like the pictures of that guy he saw in the Guinness Book of World Records. If he died now, what difference would it make?


  What he knew of the town of Comtosook he had learned from maps, from the Internet. Certainly, he’d been out before—but things looked different in the daylight. He could not tear his eyes away from streets that were full of cars, from the sheer number of people on the sidewalks. He could not know that normally, this town was twice as crowded—by comparison, to Ethan, this sunny world was so busy it took his breath away.


  Ethan knew he was going to die. He’d been to psychologists and doctors and social workers to help him come to terms with the prognosis of an XP patient. He might make it to fifty, but there was every chance he’d only live until fifteen. It all depended on how much damage had been done to his cells before he was diagnosed.


  The way he figured it, this was one of the few things he could point to that made him just like anyone else. At some point or another, all people were going to kick the bucket. The difference was, if he wanted that day to come later rather than sooner, he wasn’t really allowed to live.


  It was only a few more blocks to the quarry; Ethan could tell because the cliffs were looming larger and larger. He did not know what he would do when he got there. Take off his shirt, maybe, until the pain got so bad he passed out. Lie on his back and stare up at the sun until his corneas burned.


  He turned into the entrance of the quarry and stopped abruptly. Leaning against the hood of his battered car, arms crossed, was his Uncle Ross. “How did you find me?”


  “Find you? I was here first.” Ross took a look at Ethan’s sunburned fingers and face but didn’t comment, only handed Ethan one of his own shirts to put on, the sleeves falling down over his hands to protect them from the ultraviolet light. Then he squinted up at the sky. “I figured a kid who had a bone to pick with the sun would try to get right in its face. This is the highest place in town.” He turned to Ethan. “Your mother is frantic.”


  “Where is she?”


  “At home. In case you showed up there, first.” Standing, he opened the passenger door. “Can we finish this conversation inside?”


  After a moment, Ethan nodded. He ducked into the car, pulled off his baseball cap, and scrubbed at his scalp. “Is it true, about you trying to kill yourself?”


  “Yeah.”


  Ethan felt his throat narrow. His uncle—well, he was one of the only males Ethan had any contact with, and he was certainly the coolest one. He’d done totally sketchy things, like skydiving and ice climbing. Ethan wanted to be just like him, if he ever got the chance to grow up. But he couldn’t fathom how the man he idolized most in the world would not just want to live on the edge, but to die there. “How come you did it?”


  Ross reached across Ethan’s body to rap hard on the glass. Then, with a flick of a finger on a console button, the window automatically rolled down; Ethan could smell the bitter fireweed that grew along the road in brilliant regiments. “To get to the other side,” his uncle explained.
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  “Oh my God,” Shelby cried, and then she was running down the driveway to yank Ethan out of the car. Ross watched them hold this moment between them, the small grain of calamity now reforming itself into a pearl of relief. They tottered back toward the house, Shelby folded around her son, as if he were still an extension of her own body.


  Ross leaned against the hood, thanking God he’d had the hunch to look for Ethan where he had. He didn’t want to think about what might have happened, had he come home alone, or if Ethan had stayed outside too long.


  He started for the front door and realized that a stranger was standing on the porch beside his sister. “This is Rod van Vleet,” she said, in a tone that let Ross know their argument was far from resolved. “He stopped by to speak to you.”


  Ross shot his sister the blackest glance he could, given the circumstances. The man was shorter than Ross, his balding head the unfortunate shape of a peanut. He wore a fancy suit, a starched shirt, a banker’s tie. “Mr. Wakeman,” he said, with a hesitant smile. “I hear you hunt ghosts.”


  THREE


  Just this once, it was cool that everyone was staring.


  Ethan was carrying the video camera, which was heavy, but he wasn’t about to complain to his uncle. Anyway, Ross was hauling everything else—from the sleeping bags to the junk food (a stakeout, his uncle said, was a stakeout, even if the people you were trying to catch in the act were already dead). They walked from the car past the drummers and the bulldozer and the construction crew, and Ethan noticed that each person they passed seem to freeze in the middle of whatever they were doing. One old Indian guy stared so hard at Ethan he thought it might leave a mark on the back of his head. But he wasn’t staring at Ethan because he was a freak—just because he was curious about the man and the kid who walked across the property like they owned it.


  Ethan stopped for a moment, arrested by the sight of a college kid sifting sand. The boy was stripped down to his shorts, his shoulders and back butternut brown. Ethan looked down at his own long sleeves and thick pants. He sucked in the mesh of the facemask his mother made him wear when he went out while the sun was still in the sky.


  “Hey, move it,” Ross called over his shoulder, and Ethan scrambled to catch up.


  The developer, Mr. van Vleet, hurried over as soon as he saw them. He wore fancy businessman shoes and kept slipping on the ice that had spread over the land like frosting on a cake. “Mr. Wakeman,” he greeted quietly. “You remember what I said about keeping this... discreet?”


  “You remember what I said about letting me run my own investigation?” Ross answered, turning his back on the man. He trudged up the steps of the old house, one of which broke right in the middle while his foot was on it. “Be careful,” he warned Ethan.


  The house looked like it had been crying, black shutters hanging off their hinges like a fringe of damp eyelashes. Ethan stood back and craned his neck, so that he could see all the way to the top. It was white, or it had been, once. Most of the windows had been broken by local kids years ago. Ivy grew up and over the doorframe, a spotty handlebar mustache.


  “Ethan!”


  Startled by his uncle’s voice, he raced up the steps. In the entryway, he froze. Plaster rained down from the ceiling, and the floorboards were thick with dirt. On the walls where patterned paper used to be there were smudged handprints and graffiti: SARI GIVES GOOD HEAD. Underneath the staircase were the remnants of a bonfire and about thirty empty beer bottles.


  Ethan glanced from the broken banister to the black hole of an adjoining room, then to the ceiling. So it was creepy, he thought. So what. He squared his thin shoulders, convinced that if he played his cards right, he could get picked for Fear Factor or one of those other reality-TV shows. He could get Uncle Ross to take him along on every case. After all, Ethan only came out at night. Maybe it took one to know one.


  He was braver than any other kid he knew... not that he knew many kids.


  Or so Ethan was telling himself, until a touch on the back of his neck made him jump a foot.
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  Kerrigan Klieg was the New York Times reporter who did the obligatory vampire piece at Halloween, who wrote about the chemical nature of love for Valentine’s Day, who interviewed the parents of the city’s first millennium baby. In other words, he was a slacker. He didn’t have the heart or the inclination to follow up on police corruption or political stress; his pieces were human interest, although they weren’t all that interesting to Kerrigan himself. What he did like, however, was getting out and about to do the research. To Mercy Brown’s grave in Rhode Island, for example, to see the undead for himself. Or to Johns Hopkins, where researchers were measuring the melatonin levels associated with lust. Kerrigan liked being reminded that there was a world outside the island of Manhattan, one where people actually walked down the streets and looked each other in the eye, instead of pretending they were somewhere or someone else.


  You couldn’t beat the combination of elements in this particular piece: a hundred-year-old Indian, a group of frightened townspeople, a real-estate development mogul, and a purported angry ghost. And they were only at the tip of the property—the part with the house on it. Who knew what lurked in the acres of woods behind it?


  Kerrigan walked beside Az Thompson, the guy who had called the features editor in the first place, and wondered what the old man had done to stay alive this long. Did he eat yogurt, like on those Dannon commercials? Practice meditation? Inject B-12? “People have been taking our land away forever,” Thompson said. “But it sure is depressing to think that might keep happening to us, even after we’re dead.”


  Kerrigan stepped over a dog that was chewing on an old shoe. “It’s my understanding that Spencer Pike, the owner of the property, hasn’t lived here for some time.”


  “Not for twenty years.”


  “Do you think he was aware before then that this land was an alleged burial ground?”


  The old man stopped in his tracks. “I think Spencer Pike knows a hell of a lot more than what he lets on.”


  Now this was interesting. Kerrigan opened his mouth to ask another question but was distracted by a man and a kid walking inside. “Who are they?”


  “Rumor says it’s someone van Vleet hired,” Thompson said. “To make sure there are no ghosts.” He turned to the reporter. “What do you think?”


  Kerrigan was used to doing the interviewing, not to being interviewed. “That the whole thing makes for a great story,” he answered carefully.


  “You ever wake up with someone else’s dream on your tongue? Or slip on your boots to find them filled with snow, in August? You ever seen squash blossoms vine up through a sink drain overnight, Mr. Klieg?”


  “Well, no, I haven’t.”


  Thompson nodded. “Stick around,” he said.
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  When Ross put his hand on his nephew’s neck, the boy nearly leaped out of his skin. “Ethan,” Ross said, “you okay with this?”


  Ethan was shaking in his shoes. “Yeah. Oh, yeah, sure, I’m totally cool.”


  “Because I can take you home. It’s not a problem.” Ross stared soberly at Ethan. “You can tell everyone I was the one who wouldn’t let you stay.”


  In response, Ethan took hold of the splintered railing on the stairs and started to climb.


  With a sigh, Ross followed. Maybe Ethan wanted to be here, but he sure as hell didn’t. When van Vleet had asked him to investigate some of the paranormal phenomena at the Pike property, he’d refused. And then he’d seen his sister watching him, waiting.


  He’d set four conditions. First, Ross was in charge of the investigation, and would take orders from no one, including the head of the Redhook Group himself. Second, the only people allowed on the property during the investigation would be Ross and his assistant—Ethan, to the boy’s utter surprise and delight. Third, Ross wanted no information about the history of the property until he asked for it—otherwise, the impressions he got might be tainted. Fourth, he would take no money for his services—unlike the Warburtons, who would give any client a ghost, for the right amount of cash.


  In return, Ross promised to keep this investigation “quiet.” Because the Powers That Be at the Redhook Group didn’t want the entire world to know they might actually be giving credence to a belief in the supernatural.


  So now, here he was, setting up for a night observation and falling back into the familiar as if it were a featherbed. Ethan waited at the top of the stairs like a zealous puppy. “Put the camera down,” Ross instructed. “Let’s do a walkthrough and see if you get anything.”


  “Get anything? Like what?”


  Ross had to stop and think for a moment. How did you explain to a kid the sensation of splitting your mind at its seams, so that every scent and sight left an imprint? How did you describe the feeling of the air growing heavy as a blanket, settling over your ribs? “Close your eyes,” Ross said, “and tell me what you see.”


  “But—”


  “Just do it.”


  Ethan was silent at first. “Light... shooting out from the corners.”


  “Okay.” Ross gently turned him in a circle, like pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey. Then he steadied Ethan’s shoulders. “Now... without peeking... where are the stairs?”


  “Behind me,” Ethan said, the wonder of this sixth sense shaking through his voice.


  “How do you know?”


  “It... well, it feels like a hole in the air back there.”


  Ross pivoted Ethan, then tapped him on the head hard enough to make his eyes fly open. “Good job, Boy Wonder. That was lesson number one.”


  “What’s lesson number two?”


  “To stop asking for lessons.”


  Ross walked through the hallway. Any furniture or family relics that had been in this home were long gone, their original placement marked only by the fading of the paint or scuff marks on the filthy floor. The upstairs held three small bedrooms and a bath. A staircase led up to a tiny servant’s alcove.


  “Uncle Ross? When will they get here?”


  “If there are ghosts, they’re already here.” Ross peeked into the bathroom. The claw-footed tub was there, cracked in the middle, and an old commode with an overhead tank. “In fact, they’re probably checking us out. If they decide they like what they see, they’ll try to get our attention a little later.”


  When Ethan turned the faucet, a brown residue leaked out. “Do they care that we’re here?”


  “They might.” Ross felt along the window, examining the seal. “Some ghosts are desperate to get someone to notice them. But some ghosts don’t know they’re dead at all. They’re gonna see us and wonder why we’re in their house. That is,” he challenged loudly, “if there are even any here.”


  Come and get me, Ross thought.


  He walked back down the stairs, examining the kitchen, the pantry, the cellar, and the living room. A small study with double doors still had a wing chair in it, a shredded hunk of leather where a family of mice had made its nest. Old newspapers littered the floor on this level, and the walls were smeared with what seemed to be axle grease.


  “Uncle Ross? Is Aimee a ghost?”


  He felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck, and it had nothing to do with the paranormal—only true, human shock. “I don’t know, Ethan.” He shoved aside the image of Aimee that rose to his mind, like a mermaid surfacing from the otherworld of the ocean. “Dying... well, I think it’s like taking a bus. Most people, they enjoy the ride and go on to whatever comes next. But some people get off before that last stop.”


  “Maybe she got off to see you.”


  “Maybe,” Ross said. He turned away, intent on heading up the stairs before he embarrassed himself in front of his nephew.


  “Why do you think the ghost that lives here got off the bus?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “What if—”


  “Ethan,” Ross interrupted. “Ssh.” He turned in a circle, trying to catch onto the minnow of a thought that swam through his mind, too quicksilver to show itself clearly. Trying to focus, he leaned over the railing to frown at the filth littering the base of the stairs, at the quiet twitching of rodents. He glanced at a hornet’s nest in the corner.


  Other organic detritus netted the hall—spider filaments and dust mites, moss and mold—the thriving scars of negligence and damp weather. Ross walked into the bedroom that looked out onto the rear of the property. There, the wooden planking was black with dirt, and strewn with broken pottery and candy bar wrappers. But the ceiling was as bare as if it had been swept clean that morning. Not a single cobweb, no fungus, no insects. In spite of the condition of the rest of the residence, no living organism had taken root in this room for some time.


  Ross turned to his nephew. “This,” he said, “is where we’ll set up.”
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  “I don’t know what happened,” said Lucy’s camp counselor, a girl so young she might have passed for a child herself. She hurried Meredith down a path toward the supply shed, inside which Lucy had locked herself forty-five minutes ago. “One minute she was playing dodgeball, and the next minute she ran away screaming.”


  One of Meredith’s heels caught on a rock and nearly sent her pitching forward. Did she have Lucy’s medicine? If she was scared, so scared she couldn’t be coaxed out of the dark, she was probably having an asthma attack. “We called home right away,” the counselor said. “Your mother said she can’t drive.”


  “My grandmother,” Meredith corrected absently. In her late seventies, Ruby was smart as a tack, but she no longer felt comfortable behind a wheel. She’d called Meredith at the lab. An emergency, she’d said.


  They had reached a small wooden building at the edge of the woods. “Lucy?” Meredith rattled the handle. “Lucy, you open this door right now!” She banged against it with her fist, twice. On the third strike it swung forward on its hinges, and Meredith crawled inside.


  The stale heat hit first. A net bag filled with rubber kickballs to form an oversized molecule blocked her from getting to Lucy, who was wheezing hard behind a tower of orange safety cones and badminton racquets. Her daughter clutched a train of purple satin to her chest, the remnant of a costume from an old summer musical. She was crying.


  “Here,” Meredith said, handing over the Albuterol, which Lucy dutifully corked into her mouth and sucked in. She had learned long ago that no matter how difficult it was to see your child struggling for air, you could not breathe for her. Her first instinct was to drag Lucy out of this musty closet, for the sake of her asthma; but something told Meredith that not attending to Lucy’s fears first might be equally damaging. So she slid an arm around her daughter’s shoulders. “How come it’s even called Dodge ball?” she mused, as if it were perfectly normal to be holding a conversation here. “I mean, why not Jeep ball or Lexus ball or even Chevrolet ball?”


  “You’re supposed to move out of the way.” This, from the side of Meredith’s shoulder, where Lucy had buried herself. “That’s what the dodge is for.”


  “Ah.” She nodded slowly. “I probably knew that, once.”


  Lucy’s chest was still swelling like a bellows. “It wasn’t the game,” she confessed. “I saw something.”


  “Something?”


  “Something... hanging. In the tree. From a rope.”


  “Like a tire swing?”


  Lucy shook her head. “Like a lady.”


  Meredith forced herself to stay calm. “Will you show me?”


  They stumbled outside past Lucy’s counselor, past the arts-and-crafts pavilion, over the narrow bridge at the mouth of the stream to the athletic fields. A new group of campers, all older than Lucy, was playing dodgeball.


  “Where?” Meredith asked. Lucy pointed to a grove of trees on her left. Firmly grasping her daughter’s hand, Meredith marched to the base of the tree and glanced up. “No rope,” she said quietly. “Nothing.”


  “It was there.” Frustration roughened Lucy’s voice. “It was.”


  “Luce. I believe you saw something. I just think that somewhere between your retina and your cerebrum, things got a little screwed up. There’s a perfectly good explanation, one that has nothing to do with a woman hanging from a tree. For example, maybe the sun got in your eyes.”


  “Maybe,” Lucy repeated, without a shred of conviction.


  “Maybe it was a branch that the wind moved for a second.”


  Lucy shrugged.


  Suddenly Meredith toed off her heels and handed her lab coat to Lucy. “Hold this,” she said, and she started to climb the tree.


  She didn’t get that far—she was wearing a skirt, after all, and was in her stocking feet—but managed to reach an overhead branch, where she perched like an outsized squirrel. By now, all the campers in the field were watching, and even Lucy had a tiny smile on her face. “Nope,” Meredith said loudly, willing to play the fool so that at lunchtime and during swimming and on the bus ride home, campers would be talking about the crazy woman in the oak tree instead of the frightened kid who’d run away screaming. “Luce, the coast is perfectly clear... oh... oh!” With a calculated tumble that would have done Ringling Brothers proud, Meredith fell out of the tree, landing in a squat, and then rolling to the side until she came to rest a few yards away.


  She was filthy and scraped and her hair had fallen out of its barrette, but Lucy put her hands on either side of Meredith’s face. “It might have been the sun in my eyes,” Lucy whispered.


  Meredith folded her daughter into her arms. “That’s my brave girl,” she said, fully aware that neither of them believed a single word they’d said.
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  Eli Rochert did not want to wake up. He knew this as well as he knew the perfume that seemed to surround him in his dreams, a curious blend of apples and rainwater; as well as he recognized the pitch of a woman’s voice, floating like a note that had never existed on any musical scale. He had only gone to bed two hours ago, having pulled a double shift to keep the Indians and the developers from coming to blows. But the telephone would not stop ringing, and finally he reached out from the cocoon of his bedclothes and snatched the receiver. “What?” he growled.


  “I’m looking for Mrs. Rochert. Is she available?”


  “No.”


  “Can you tell me when she might return?”


  Never, thought Eli, with a pang beneath his ribs that, even after all this time, surprised him. He hung up the phone without answering, then rolled onto his belly, only to find Watson hogging the pillow. “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Eli muttered, shoving the dog’s muzzle away. From within the folds of his face, Watson blinked, then snuffled right back down where he’d been.


  “I should have never let you sleep on the bed,” Eli said aloud, his back pressed along the broad spine of his hound. He heard Watson begin to snore, and that was when he knew he wasn’t going to be able to will himself back into his dreams. Throwing back the covers, Eli got out of bed and padded into the kitchen, where he opened the refrigerator and stared at the contents.


  His doctor had told him that he should give up eating red meat, which would have been fine for most people, but devastating to Eli, who considered it one of two food groups (the other being potatoes). To this end, the insides of his refrigerator were as uninspiring as some of the vegetarian recipes he’d downloaded off the Internet—two jars of mustard, milk that smelled suspicious, a six-pack—hallelujah, a lunch meat that might have been turkey a week or three ago, and tofu—a food he positively did not trust, because it slid down one’s throat like a rumor.


  Cool air spilled over his boxers and pooled at his feet. Eli closed the refrigerator door as the telephone began to ring again. He reached for the kitchen extension. “Hello?”


  “I was hoping to speak to Mrs. Rochert?”


  Eli counted to ten. “Mrs. Rochert is not here. Mrs. Rochert left approximately seven years and six months ago, in the company of the guy who happened to be fucking her at the time. She took all the money in our savings account, our cat, and my favorite sweatshirt. She explained to me just before she walked out the door that it wasn’t about me, because I hadn’t been around enough for her to make that sort of assessment, although in my defense all I’d been doing was working my ass off to get money to put into the bank account that she liquidated. The last I heard, she was living in New Mexico, but I’m going strictly on the grapevine here. So, no, you cannot speak to Mrs. Rochert, no matter how much you’re hoping to. And in fact, should you get the opportunity to speak to her, you might want to let her know that you’re only the first in line.”


  By the time Eli finished, he was breathing hard. It made up for the silence on the other end of the receiver.


  “Oh,” he heard, finally, faintly.


  “Maybe you could take this number off your call list,” Eli suggested, and he threw the portable phone across the room to smash against the wall.


  He was sitting on the floor with his hands splayed through his hair when Watson found him. The dog dropped the telephone’s battery into Eli’s lap and then stood over him. Eli rubbed his hand over his face. “If you’re hoping for a snack, Watson, you’re out of luck. Unless maybe bean curd tastes good with a Coors chaser.”


  Eli wrapped his arm around the dog’s thick neck and stared into his mournful brown eyes. It was one of the reasons Eli had picked him from the Humane Society—one look, and you knew that hound would never be happy. Which meant that Eli could not fail again.
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  Working for the Warburtons, Ross had learned that the witching hour was between 10 at night and 3 A.M. Most of the thumps and bumps and visions that Curtis had seen—or pretended to have seen—occurred during that time. By 10:30, Ross and Ethan had set up the bedroom in the abandoned house to his satisfaction, if not his nephew’s.


  “Where’s all the stuff?” Ethan asked. “You know, the cool equipment. Like they have on Real Scary Stories.” He eyed the video camera dubiously.


  “Curtis says you don’t want too many bells and whistles the first time you go out to investigate,” Ross answered. “You’ll wind up getting distracted by the tools, and relying on them instead of yourself. Plus, entities disturb the magnetic field. They’re just as likely to make the equipment short out as they are to leave a trace.”


  “Still,” Ethan muttered. “Without tools and stuff we’re as lame as Shaggy and Scooby.”


  Ross laughed. “Zoinks,” he said, then glanced at his nephew’s crestfallen face. “Look. Whenever Curtis got the feeling that something was there, he’d come back with the cool equipment to back up his senses. We can do that too. Of course, first we’ll have to buy the cool equipment.”


  The camera was pointed toward one of the bedroom walls, the junk food was within arm’s distance, the sleeping bags were unrolled to form a synthetic island on the filthy floorboards. The only source of light in the room was a small Maglite set between Ross and Ethan to form a bright puddle. Ross placed a small deck of cards in the spotlight and began to shuffle.


  Ethan spoke around an enormous Bazooka bubble he’d just blown. “Considering that you think Warburton’s an asshole, you sure quote him a lot.”


  “Watch your mouth. He’s not an asshole, he’s a liar. And even though I think he makes up half the stuff he sees, he knows his shit.”


  “Watch your mouth,” Ethan parroted, then grabbed the deck. “Uncle Ross? You think the ghost here died some horrible way?”


  “I don’t even know there’s a ghost here yet. Are you going to deal?”


  “Yeah.” The boy started to divide the cards. “I wonder if it’ll be all mad at us. If it might confuse us for whoever chopped off its head with an ax.”


  “What ax?” Ross tipped his hand into the single beam of the flashlight. “Okay, so having any member of the royal family is a good thing?”


  “I can’t believe you never played this. Yeah, you want to get kings and queens. And aces. But more than that you want to get cards of the same suit in a row, like two-three-four-five-six. First you have to bet something... you have any cash?”


  “Reese’s Pieces.”


  “Well, whatever. A straight flush beats four of a kind, and four of a kind beats a full house. That’s good enough to start, so I’m going to draw.” He looked up. “That means pick a card.”


  “Thanks,” Ross said dryly. “I’ll raise you two Reese’s.”


  “I won’t be scared, you know, even if it comes after me.”


  If put on the spot—something he had not allowed van Vleet to do—Ross would have had to say that he did not believe any entity was haunting the Pike property. In the first place, Ross had seen nothing in all his months of ghost hunting. In the second, even going on theory, it was crazy to think of a human spirit gathering enough energy to cause the events that had been attributed to it—from the ground freezing to rose petals raining from the clouds. Though unlikely, each of those circumstances could be explained by something natural—a latent ice floe running beneath the soil, a strange evaporation.


  Then again, Ross had been wrong about things before.


  At the very least, this night was good for Ethan. Ross stretched back on his elbows and watched his nephew lay out his poker hand. “I’ve got a straight.”


  “Three of a kind. Jacks.”


  “Maybe you should play with a handicap,” Ethan suggested. He dealt a second round. “I think I’ll come back.”


  “Here?”


  “No, not here... just here. After I die.” He looked around the room, then at his uncle, a dare. “I mean, I won’t be done yet. You know?”


  Ross had gone to homes with the Warburtons where children had died of disease, or by accident. The mothers wore hope like mantillas, framing their faces as they waited for Curtis to give them back what they’d lost. In those cases, it was not moans and thumps and strange occurrences that had led to the call, it was the lack of them.


  He thought of his sister, and folded his cards.


  “I’m hungry,” Ethan said. He slipped away in shadow, fumbling around and causing a loud crash.


  “You all right?” Ross swung the beam of the flashlight toward the pack of junk food they’d brought, but that entire corner of the room was empty.


  Ethan spoke from behind him. “I’m here,” he said, his voice shaking. “That, uh, that wasn’t me.”


  He plastered himself up against his uncle’s back. “Let’s just take a look,” Ross murmured. Everything was quiet, now, and there was no evidence that anything had fallen. “It could have been a brick outside, or a rat.” He slipped an arm around Ethan’s shoulders. “It could have been anything, Ethan.”


  “Right.”


  “Why don’t we sit down so that I can whip your butt this time around?”


  Ethan relaxed a little. “As if,” he said, dredging up the courage to peel himself away and take a seat again.


  Ross dealt the cards, but his eyes kept scanning the dark. Nothing unusual, nothing that captured his attention. Except the lens cap of the video camera, hanging down on a black cord from the side of the apparatus, which had begun to swing back and forth.


  Although there was no breeze in the room.


  From outside came the sound of a hollow thud—a tree falling, or a person landing on all fours. “Did you hear that?” Ethan whispered shakily.


  “Yeah.” Ross walked toward the broken window and peered out into the woods that edged the back of the property. A flash of white caught his eye—the tail of a deer, a shooting star, the eyes of a barn owl.


  There was a rustle of leaves, and two distinct footfalls. A hitched wail, like the cry of an infant.


  “We may just take a walk down there,” Ross murmured.


  Ethan shook his head hard. “No way. I’m staying here.”


  “It’s probably just a raccoon.”


  “And what if it’s not?”


  Ross smiled slowly. “What if,” he said.
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  Shelby was not in the habit of allowing her son to do dangerous things; it was hazard enough for him to live in this world. But Ethan had a nine-year-old’s sense of adventure and wanderlust. Believing he was part of Ross’s mission—well, maybe it would be good for both of them.


  She walked into his room, picking up his Game Boy from the floor, as well as a few cartridges that had fallen beneath the bed. A Red Sox game schedule was on the wall, along with the textbooks Shelby used to home-school Ethan, and a haiku he’d written last year as part of a unit on Japan.


  Deep in the darkness


  I wake to make the night day.


  How does the sun feel?


  Shelby sank onto his bed. She wondered if Ross was keeping Ethan safe. She wondered if Ethan missed her, just a little.


  She stared uneasily at the computer. The last time she’d decided to check up on her son, she’d hacked into his e-mail account to discover that he’d acquired six pen pals—all kids around his own age, all from different parts of the world. At first, Shelby had found this encouraging. For Ethan to have found a way to make a connection to other children seemed healthy, if not downright inspiring. But then Shelby had started to read some of the mail, and realized that Ethan had not represented himself quite accurately. To Sonya in Denmark, he was a sixth-grade preppie on the math squad. To Tony in Indianapolis, he was a star batter for a little-league farm team. To Marco in Colorado, he was an avid mountain climber who trekked every weekend with his dad.


  In none of these letters did he mention his XP condition. In none of these letters did he seem any less than an average, athletic, normal American boy from a happy two-parent family.


  In short, Ethan had turned himself into everything he was not.


  With a sigh Shelby left Ethan’s room and started down the hall. Passing Ross’s door, she hesitated. She was eight years older than Ross; it seemed she had been taking care of him all her life—from diapering him as an infant to sitting by his side after his suicide attempt to worrying for his safety when he did not call her for months. Mothering had always come easily to her; when their parents had died years ago, she simply stepped into their shoes and took over.


  She believed that unadulterated devotion had its share of protective power, as if love were a steel girder the Fates could not snip through. She also believed that the moment you relaxed your guard, the moment you were anything less than ferocious in your keeping, that was the moment it all could be snatched away.


  Which brought her right back to wondering when Ross would bring Ethan home.


  She pushed open the door and began to clean in there, too. She made Ross’s bed. She lined up his toothbrush and his hairbrush on the dresser. She put his shampoo, nail clippers, and toothpaste into his toiletry kit and zipped it shut.


  The chair was piled high with her brother’s rumpled clothes. With a sigh she lifted one soft shirt and creased it neatly, set it on the edge of the bed. She balled together a pair of socks. She stacked boxers and tees and finally shook out a spare pair of jeans. As she began to fold them with military precision, something fell from the pocket. Shelby leaned down to pick up what had dropped: three pennies, dated 1932, which she set on the dresser where Ross would be sure to see them.
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  Ross turned and waved up at Ethan in the window, then cautiously approached the spot in the woods where he’d last seen the flash of white. He had left Ethan with the Maglite, which meant Ross fully expected to plunge headfirst over an exposed root. Although he couldn’t see more than a foot in front of him, he could still hear the sounds of someone—or something—scrabbling around.


  Ross shivered; it was colder out here than he’d expected it to be, and he wished he’d brought his sweatshirt. He could suddenly smell wild roses, as if there were a field of them underfoot, and he knew from Curtis that this, too, was a way a ghost might make its presence known. Show yourself, he thought.


  But any hopes he had of encountering his first apparition died as he came upon a young woman, crouching as she tried to dig into the frozen earth.


  She was wearing a flowered dress, and her pale hair was wild around her face. The white flash Ross had seen was a lace collar. She was feverishly busy, intent on her task. And she was as real as the ground beneath his feet.


  Clearly, she had not heard him approach, or she would have realized she’d been caught in the act of... well, whatever she’d been doing. Ross found himself tongue-tied—not only wasn’t she the ghost he’d been hoping for, but she was young, and pretty, and uninvited. He seized on that, if only to have something to say. “What are you doing here?”


  She turned slowly, blinking, as if surprised to find herself in the middle of the forest. “I... I don’t know.” Glancing down at her hands, dirt caught beneath the nails, she frowned.


  “Did van Vleet send you?”


  “I don’t know Van Fleet...”


  “Vleet.” Ross frowned. Maybe it was only an unlikely coincidence that the night he began his investigation, an insomniac would come wandering onto the property. There were other homes in the vicinity, and stranger things had happened. He found himself wishing that he hadn’t started this conversation on the defensive. He found himself wishing she’d glance up at him again. “What are you looking for?” he asked, nodding toward the hole she’d been digging.


  The woman blushed, which lit her from the inside. When she shook her head, he could smell that floral perfume again. “I have no idea. The last time I sleepwalked, I wound up in a neighbor’s hayloft.”


  “With or without the neighbor?” Ross heard himself ask, and the woman looked so mortified that he immediately wished he could call back the words. He dug his hands into his pockets instead, trying to make amends. “I’m Ross Wakeman,” he said.


  She looked up, still discomfited. “I have to go.”


  “No, see, where I come from, the appropriate response is: Hello, I’m Susan. Or: Hey, Hannah’s the name. Or: Howdy, I’m Madonna.”


  “Madonna?”


  Ross grinned. “Whatever.”


  A tiny smile played at the corners of her mouth. “I’m Lia,” she said.


  “Just Lia?”


  She hesitated. “Beaumont. Lia Beaumont.”


  Every line of her body was poised for flight. Then again, coming across a stranger in the middle of the woods when you were sleepwalking was bound to be upsetting. If possible, she seemed even more unsure of herself around Ross than Ross felt around her. She nodded, still awkward, and started to walk off. Ross was filled with an unaccountable need to keep her from leaving, and tried to think of one thing to say that would keep her here, but all the words dammed up at the base of his throat.


  Suddenly, she turned back to him. “Were you sleepwalking?”


  “No, actually, I’m working.” Ross wound the thread of conversation tight around himself, an anchor.


  “Here? Now?”


  “Yeah. I’m a paranormal investigator.” He could tell the term didn’t ring a bell for her. “Ghosts,” he explained. “I look for ghosts. In fact, I came out here because I thought your collar was... well, anyway. You’re not quite what I was expecting.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be.”


  She tipped her head to one side, studying him. “You really believe people can come back after they die? Like Harry Houdini?”


  “Doesn’t everyone?” She wore sorrow like a hangman’s hood; it shrouded her delicate features. “Who knows?” he teased. “We may even have company right now.”


  But his words made Lia glance behind her wildly. “If he finds me...”


  Who? Ross wanted to say, as he realized that this woman’s skittishness was not about being discovered by him, but being discovered by someone else. Before he could ask, an ear-splitting scream curled from the house. “Uncle Ross!” Ethan shrieked. “Uncle Ross, come back!”


  Ross looked up at the window, where there was no longer any residual light from either the flashlight or the video camera. The blood drained from his face as he imagined what Ethan might have seen. “I have to go,” he said to Lia, and without any further explanation, took off at a dead run.


  [image: images]


  From the New York Times:


  THINGS THAT GO BUMP IN THE NIGHT?


  by Kerrigan Klieg


  Comtosook, VT—The residents of Comtosook, a small town in the northwest corner of Vermont, are eager to tell tall tales. There are stories of maple sap running in the dry summer months, of flower petals falling from rain clouds and of ground freezing solid in the middle of August, of cars that suddenly can only move in reverse. Yet the strangest part of this gossip is that it happens to be true, and these odd occurrences are just the tip of the iceberg. Experts at the nearby University of Vermont in various fields have not been able to explain the numerous events, but residents have their own ideas about what’s causing the commotion: a spirit, a restless one who doesn’t want to be moved.


  Weeks ago, Comtosook was a bucolic Vermont town. Then the Redhook Development Group struck a deal with an elderly landowner to acquire a small tract of property. Immediately, a local band of Abenaki Indians began to protest, insisting the land was a native burial ground. Archaeological testing done by the state has not revealed any human remains, although that is incidental, says Az Thompson, a local Abenaki leader: “I wouldn’t expect some flatlander real-estate group to know where my ancestors are buried, but I sure didn’t expect them to tell me I’m lying about that, either. Who gave them the privilege to rewrite my history?” Adds Winks Smiling Fox, a fellow protester, “Enough has happened here lately to prove that as much as Redhook wants in, there’s something else that doesn’t want out.”


  He refers to the growing list of oddities that have begun to wear down the general public, even those who live miles away from the disputed property. Abe Huppinworth, proprietor of a local general store, has become used to sweeping rose petals off the porch. “They fall all night long, like snow. Three, four inches deep when I come in to open up. And there isn’t a rosebush within three miles of here.” Ava Morgan took her two-year-old son to Fletcher Allen Hospital in Burlington when he awakened one morning speaking Portuguese, a language with which none of his family was familiar, much less fluent. “The doctors couldn’t tell me what happened, either. They tested him forward and backward, and then one morning it all just went away, and Cole was back to saying Mommy and milk.” Not all residents are as complacent, however. Over six hundred signatures filled a petition that was given to Rod van Vleet, project manager on site for the Redhook Group. Mr. van Vleet declined to be interviewed, but has previously dismissed all claims of paranormal activity on the property as preposterous.


  Reports allude that van Vleet may not be as confident as he asserts. Sources say that the Redhook Group has commissioned an investigator to explore the property.


  To the townspeople, however, both the hidden intents of a real-estate developer, and the angry fury of the Abenaki, are equally unimportant. “All I know is, this is wearing me out,” says Huppinworth, at a pause in his endless sweeping of petals. “Sooner or later, something’s got to give.”


  It was an established fact of the universe that Meredith was never going to meet a decent man. At work, she was too smart, and therefore too intimidating. Blind dates didn’t prove any more successful. The last one she’d been on was with an actor her grandmother had met in the park, who’d arrived at the restaurant dressed as Hamlet. To leave or not to leave, Meredith had thought, that was the question. Since that debacle, her grandmother had presented her with the phone numbers of a mortician, a vet, and a chiropractor, but Meredith had conveniently lost each one. “I want a grandchild before I die,” Ruby said, on schedule, every two to three months.


  “You have one,” Meredith would remind her.


  “One with a father,” Ruby would clarify.


  Meredith had finally caved in, when Ruby told her that this one spent his free time doing volunteer work with senior citizens. So now, Meredith was sitting across from Michael DesJardins, trying to convince herself that this wasn’t nearly as bad as it seemed.


  He was drooling. All right, so it had to do with dental surgery he’d had that day, but it wasn’t particularly appetizing for Meredith. “So,” he slurred, “you work in a lab? What do you do... feed all the mice and stuff?”


  “I do PGD. Preimplantation genetic diagnosis.”


  “I’m in the catering business.”


  “Oh?” Meredith folded her hands in front of her, watching him butter an entire slice of bread and stuff it in his mouth. On the bright side, it did mop up his excess saliva. “Are you a chef?”


  “Yes, as a matter of fact.”


  She’d always harbored the fantasy of a man whisking her to a cozy apartment, where a fabulous gourmet meal had been prepared for her enjoyment. “I guess being in a restaurant feels like work, then.”


  “This is a cut above my place, actually... you ever go into the Wendy’s on Sixteenth Street?”


  Meredith was saved from responding when the waiter approached with their entrées. Michael began to cut his entire steak into little quarter-inch cubes. It made her think of the meals they served in mental institutions.


  She smoothed down her napkin and looked down at her chipolata sausage, nestled on a bed of polenta. The silver lining, she told herself, is that I’m going to get a good meal out of this.


  Michael pointed to her dinner with his knife and laughed. “Looks like a Great Dane did his business there.” A line of drool dribbled down his chin.


  I will stand up and excuse myself to go to the bathroom, Meredith thought. And then I just won’t come back.


  But if she did that, Granny Ruby would accuse her of deliberately ruining another date. So Meredith began to think of ways to make Michael want to leave of his own volition. She would ask for crayons and start to color on the fancy linens. She would sculpt with her polenta. She would lick her plate and offer to lick his. She would communicate only in mime, or Pig Latin.


  “Can I ask you a personal question?” Michael said. “Are you ovulating?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “It’s just that these days, when I look in the mirror, I see Daddy.” He grinned and pointed to his forehead, as if the word had been tattooed there.


  Meredith wished for many things in that moment: her grandmother’s head on a pike, patience, lesbian tendencies. Volunteer work with senior citizens, she remembered. She stared at Michael’s plate. “Are you going to eat that?”


  “The steak?”


  “No, the bone. I wanted to bring it home to my grandmother.” Meredith leaned closer. “She’s in her seventies, practically dead, and it’s cheaper than feeding her.”


  Michael choked on his sip of water. Then, recovering, he raised his hand and signaled for the waiter for the check. “You’re finished, aren’t you?”


  Meredith folded her napkin on the table. “Oh, yes.”
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  Ethan now knew what fear felt like: your forehead, being pressed in from all sides, although there was nothing around you. All the hairs on the back of your neck, rising one by one like dominoes in reverse. Your legs going to water, and shaking so hard you had to sit or fall.


  “It wasn’t like I was afraid,” Ethan insisted for the hundredth time since yelling out for his uncle the night before. “I mean, it was just weird, you know? To be in the dark all of a sudden?”


  Ross sat beside him in the living room, his infrared video equipment hooked into the TV. The picture was grainy and dark, the edges crackling. Plus, since it had been mounted on a tripod, it was boring as all get out. Ethan didn’t know what on earth was interesting about staring at a wall for three hours of tape. In spite of the fact that this was apparently a Very Important Element of paranormal investigation, he could not keep from yawning.


  That was something else Uncle Ross had taught him: When you’re in the presence of ghosts, they wear you out.


  His uncle was being cool, especially since—well, if he wanted to be honest, Ethan had to admit he’d freaked out when the flashlight went dead and the video camera just shut itself off. The camera, it turned out, had only run to the end of its tape. The flashlight’s batteries were shot.


  Now, his mom frowned at the picture on the TV. “Am I missing something?”


  “Not yet.” Ross turned to Ethan. “You know what I think? I think it was in the room with you.”


  Ethan couldn’t help it; he shivered. Could a ghost hitchhike home with you? Could you catch one, like a cold or the measles? He felt his mother’s arms come around him and he leaned back, lock to key. “I... I thought you went outside because you saw something there.”


  “No, that turned out to be someone.” Suddenly Ross hit the pause button on the remote. “See those?”


  “Fireflies?” Shelby said.


  “When was the last time you saw so many fireflies moving around it looked like a snowstorm?” He rewound the tape and pumped up the volume, so that his voice and Ethan’s could be heard again. “This is where I leave,” Ross narrated. His footsteps, on tape, thudded lighter and lighter as he made his way downstairs. “See? Those lights show up just after I go.”


  Then the camera went black.


  Ross rolled his shoulders until the bones popped. “I think whatever it is came into the room with Ethan when I was outside. Those sparks on the tape—that was energy changing form. And that would explain why the flashlight went out. Ghosts need energy to materialize and move around; this one was using the double A’s in the Maglite.” He watched Ethan stifle another yawn. “And, apparently, whatever force keeps Ethan going.”


  But Ethan had been alone in that room, and he hadn’t seen anything. Or had he?


  A bathtub. A foot, rising from the bubbles.


  The picture rose from the still blue of his mind, then sank to the bottom before he could grab hold. Each of Ethan’s eyelids, by now, easily weighed ten pounds. He heard his mother’s voice, an underwater current. “What are you going to tell the development company?”


  But Ethan did not hear his uncle’s answer. He was already dreaming of a beach, of sand so hot it felt sharp as a knife beneath his jitterbug feet.
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  Shelby knew that some librarians felt the human brain was like a microfiche file, impossibly tiny images and words on transparent leaves, arranged page by page for a person’s viewing pleasure. But every time she saw those miniature dossiers, she thought that if any part of the body were similarly catalogued, it would be the heart. She imagined autopsies, the organ sliced thin. One sliver would chronicle the way you had cherished a child; one would record the feelings you had for parents and siblings. Another, scarlet, might be etched with moments of passion; angels embracing on the head of a pin. And for those who were lucky, the thinnest slice would be teeming with memories of a love so strong it turned you inside out and left you gasping, and would be an identical match to a slice stored in the heart of a soul mate.


  Desiderate: to long for.


  “Do you need any help?”


  Shelby pushed her reading glasses up her nose and turned to the pockmarked clerk of the probate court. “No, thanks. I can do this in my sleep.” To illustrate, she pulled out the base of the microfiche machine and deftly switched transparencies, so that she could view the next page of the will.


  It was Ross who’d made the request for her investigative services—and because he so infrequently asked for help, she agreed. He had wanted her to find out how long the land had been in the Pike family, if there was any record of a Native American settlement on it. Shelby had driven to the municipal building, which housed the police station and the district court, as well as the probate department and the town offices. What she learned was that the property had only belonged to Pike since the 1930s.


  There was no record of any Native American ever living there.


  Shelby had taken it upon herself to discover how Spencer Pike got the deed to the land. It had not been a real-estate transaction, to her surprise, but rather an inheritance. From his deceased wife.


  Shelby hadn’t made a will of her own. It wasn’t like she had all that much, actually—not that Ethan would be left as a tatterdemalian if she was hit by a car on her way out of the court building, but then again, she wasn’t Ivana Trump either. However, the reason she hadn’t bothered to go to a lawyer to have one drawn up had less to do with her assets than her benefactors. Every other parent in the universe left their worldly goods to their children. But what if you knew for a fact that you were going to outlive your son?


  I, Mrs. Spencer T. Pike of Comtosook, Vermont, make this my last will, hereby revoking all previous wills and codicils made by me.


  Shelby frowned at the date—it had been signed in 1931. The lettering of her signature was delicate and spiderlike. She had signed the will that way too—Mrs. Spencer T. Pike—as if before her marriage she had not existed at all. Shelby had to wade through the legalese, but the intent was fairly straightforward: Mrs. Spencer T. Pike had left everything to her husband. Almost.


  I give and devise all of my tangible personal property, including but not limited to my furniture, furnishing, jewelry and automobiles, to my husband, Spencer Pike. I give and devise the real property owned by me located at the crossing of Otter Creek Pass and Montgomery Road, in Comtosook, Chittenden County, State of Vermont, to my issue resulting to my marriage from Spencer Pike, to be held in trust by my executor for those issue until they each reach the age of 21. Such real property shall be held by those issue as joint tenants. If Spencer Pike and I shall have produced no living issue at the time of my death, I give and devise the aforesaid real property to my husband, Spencer Pike.


  There was nothing in the will about how a woman with so little sense of self had wound up owning the property in the first place. Nothing about how her husband had been affected by her untimely death; whether he had ever looked at the property that was now his and thought that he would trade every square inch if it brought her back.


  Shelby loved words, but she would be the first to tell you they had a habit of letting you down. Most of the time, the words that were not written were the ones you needed most.


  She slipped the microfiche out of the machine, slid it into its protective dust jacket, handed it to the clerk, and left the probate office. But she had no sooner stepped off the curb outside than a police cruiser screamed into the circular driveway of the municipal building; coming to a stop so close that Shelby found her hand outstretched, as if that might keep the car from striking her. The cop who got out muttered an apology, but he wasn’t even looking at her as he hurried into the police station.


  Shelby shook the whole way to her own car. Promised herself that she would have a will drawn up by the end of the week.
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  Eli was late. He rushed into the lobby of the station and stuck his head into the dispatch cubicle. “They’re looking for you,” the sergeant said.


  “Tell me something I don’t know. Where are they?”


  “In the conference room. With the chief.”


  Groaning, Eli walked down the hall to find Chief Follensbee sitting with two teenage boys. “Ah, Detective Rochert. Mr. Madigan and Mr. Quinn, here, said that you specifically told them to meet you here at ten-thirty to take down their statements. And yet here it is, past eleven.”


  “I’m sorry, Chief,” Eli said, hanging his head. “I got, uh, hung up.” Actually, he’d overslept. After spending most of last night awake, he’d drifted off shortly before dawn. He had been dreaming of the woman who smelled of apples, the same one he’d dreamed of before. Was it any wonder he’d ignored his alarm?


  Then, he’d been driving past the Pike property and was stopped by two girls riding their bikes. There was a lady wandering around Montgomery Road, they had said, looking lost. Last year, an elderly woman with Alzheimer’s had driven off in her car and had been found dead of hypothermia two days later in a supermarket parking lot—for that reason alone, Eli had backtracked to the spot the kids had indicated. But whoever they had seen was gone by then, and Eli was more than twenty minutes late.


  He sat down across from Jimmy Madigan and Knott Quinn. They lolled in their chairs in their metalhead T-shirts, torn jeans, black boots. High school dropouts, they were kids who floated on the fringe of society. For them to have willingly walked into a police station, they must have had quite a scare. “So you boys say you saw something on the Pike property?”


  “Yeah,” Jimmy said. “Three nights ago. We went for a dare, you know, because of what people say is going on there. And that’s when we saw the thing.”


  “The thing?”


  Jimmy looked at his friend. “We both saw it. It was, like, taller than both of us together. And it had these fangs...”


  “Teeth,” Knott agreed. “All jaggedy, like a hunting knife.”


  “And did this creature speak to you?”


  The boys glanced at each other. “See, that’s the weird thing. It looked like it was gonna kill us, you know, but when it opened that mouth it cried like a baby.”


  “Cried? Like, tears?”


  Knott shook his head. “No, it wailed. Waa, waa.”


  “And then it just disappeared,” Jimmy added. “Like smoke.”


  “Smoke,” Eli repeated. “Smoke. Interesting.”


  “Dude, I know you think we’re making this up, but we’re not. Knott and I both saw it. I mean, that’s gotta count for something.”


  “Oh, I believe you saw it. Speaking of seeing things, you guys ever see these?” Eli pulled a small Ziploc bag filled with shriveled mushrooms from his breast pocket.


  Knott’s face went white. “Um, truffles?”


  “Yeah, truffles,” Eli said. “Is that what you’re growing at home, Knott? Because that’s not what one of Jimmy’s customers told me.”


  “What the fuck, man? I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jimmy said.


  “Great.” Eli slid two pieces of paper onto the table. “Then you won’t mind when we search your rooms. Because when we find nothing, I won’t be able to charge you with possession with intent to distribute.” He leaned forward, arms folded. “Maybe there is a ghost at the Pike property, and maybe there isn’t. But getting high before you go looking just might stack the odds.”
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  Tonight, Ross had brought equipment—not only the video camera but also one that took digital stills, as well as a thermal scanner—all ordered over the Internet on Shelby’s credit card, a fact he hadn’t yet broken to his sister. Ethan would have gotten a kick out of the gadgets, but he was home—Shelby’s permissiveness apparently had reached its limit. It was shortly after eleven, about a half-hour before the ghost had appeared to Ethan last time. Ross hunkered down to wait. What he wanted, pure and simple, was to be as fortunate as his nephew had been.


  He had set up his tools in a clearing behind the house, one that afforded him a good view of the backyard. Rod van Vleet had succeeded in razing half the house. That meant a spirit would move elsewhere—and there were nineteen acres of land to cover. The fact that Ross happened to start at the same spot where he’d met Lia Beaumont nights ago was, he told himself, just a coincidence.


  For a while Ross listened to cricket sonatas and the courting of frogs. There were stars at his neck, tiny bites, and the moon pressed into the small of his back. He had no idea what time it was when he heard footsteps near the house. He glanced at his thermal scanner, but the temperature hadn’t dropped enough to warrant the arrival of a spirit. Yet a moment later, as a figure stepped into his line of vision, his heart began to race.


  The security guard from the quarry was not wearing his uniform, but Ross recognized him immediately; there just were not that many centegenarian Native Americans wandering around Comtosook. He was holding what seemed to be a white rose. “You?” Az said, frowning.


  Ross shrugged. “I tend to go where the spirit takes me.”


  The Indian snorted. “So this time it took you right to working for those leeches.”


  “I’m in business for myself,” Ross corrected. “They aren’t paying me a dime.”


  The old man seemed to find this admirable, although he continued to scowl. “You’re looking for ghosts again?”


  “Yes.”


  “What would you do if you came across one?”


  “A ghost? I don’t know. I’ve never found one.”


  “You think these developers have a plan?”


  Ross pictured van Vleet. “I imagine they’ll want me to try to get rid of it.”


  Az’s mouth tightened. “Yeah, round them all up and stick them on the Rez. You move them far enough, it’s easy to believe they never existed here at all. Squatters’ rights, they don’t mean a damn, do they?”


  Ross didn’t answer. He didn’t know if the old man was expecting one, and he was afraid that whatever he said, it would be the wrong response. “You live around here?” he asked, changing the subject.


  Az pointed to a campsite, barely visible across the road. “I come here, sometimes, at night. Senior citizens don’t sleep much,” he said dryly. “Why waste time doing something I’m going to be doing forever, soon enough?” Az started to move away, then turned back at the edge of the clearing. “If you find a ghost, you know, you won’t get rid of it. No matter what Rod van Vleet wants.”


  Ross lifted a shoulder. “That’s a pretty big if.”


  “Not really. You’ve been surrounded by ghosts your whole life. You just don’t know that’s what you’re seeing,” Az said. “Adio, Mr. Wakeman.”


  He disappeared around the front of the house as the wind picked up. Ross shrugged into his jacket. He swallowed repeatedly, but could not get the taste of disappointment off his tongue. He told himself it was because Az had come, when Ross was hoping for a ghost. That it had nothing to do with the fact that Az had come, when Ross was hoping for Lia.
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  “I’ve had it!” the nurse cried, dropping the tray of pills. “I do not have to take this kind of treatment from a patient!”


  Spencer Pike watched from his wheelchair, his hands folded in his lap. When he needed to, he could play the doddering fool well. He stared at a soap opera on the television set, feigning interest, as the supervisor approached.


  She was a large woman with hair dyed the color of apricots. In his mind, Spencer called her Nurse Ratched. “Is there a problem, Millicent?”


  “Yes, there’s a problem,” the younger nurse fumed. “Mr. Pike’s verbal abuse.”


  Ratched sighed. “What did he say this time?”


  Millicent’s lower lip trembled. “He said... he said I’m an idiot.”


  “If I might interrupt, that’s not what I said.” Spencer turned to Ratched. “I told her she came from a family of imbeciles. Not idiots. There is a difference, however subtle.”


  “You see?” Millicent huffed.


  “I only asked if she was related to the Cartwrights of Swanton. It’s a known fact that nearly half of that family tree grew up in state homes for the feebleminded.” He did not say what he had so politely refrained from telling even Millicent Cartwright—that given the number of times she’d mistaken him for one of the other rest-home patrons, she seemed genetically wired to follow in the footsteps of her kin.


  Millicent shrugged out of the cotton vest she wore as an employee of the nursing home. “I quit,” she announced, and she walked out of the rec room, the heels of her white clogs crushing a rainbow of pills in her wake.


  “Mr. Pike,” Ratched said, “that was uncalled for.”


  Spencer shrugged. People never wanted to face up to their own flaws. He ought to know.
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  In Dr. Calloway’s office, Meredith felt like a giant—too big for the tiny chairs and table, too oversized to fit in the gingerbread playhouse with the wooden slide, too awkward to fit small stubs of crayons between her fingers to color. Lucy, though, fit perfectly. Across the room and out of earshot, she lay facedown on an enormous stuffed frog, dressing one of Barbie’s anorexic friends.


  “An isolated visual hallucination is rare,” the psychiatrist said. “More often, psychotic symptoms present as auditory hallucinations, or agitated behavior.” Dr. Calloway glanced at Lucy, quietly playing. “Have you seen any abrupt changes in her attitude?”


  “No.”


  “Violence? Acting out?” Meredith shook her head. “What about changes in her eating or sleeping patterns?”


  Lucy hardly ever ate—skinny as she was, Meredith used to joke that her daughter photosynthesized instead—and as for sleeping, well, she hadn’t gone straight through a night in ages. “Sleeping’s a problem,” she admitted. “Lucy’s imagination runs away with her. She usually leaves the light on, and she gets herself so worked up about what’s in her closet or under her bed that the only reason she even gets to sleep at all is because she passes out from sheer exhaustion.”


  “It’s possible that Lucy’s suffering from the same anxieties any eight-year-old might have at bedtime.” Dr. Calloway said. “And then again, it’s possible that she is seeing something in her closet and under her bed.”


  Meredith swallowed hard. Her child couldn’t be psychotic, couldn’t be. Not Lucy, who would rather hop than walk; who read picture books to her stuffed animals; who had just mastered all the words to “Miss Mary Mack.” There was a truth in the back of Meredith’s head, as sharp and blue as a flame: You didn’t want her, once, and this is your punishment.


  “What do I do?” she asked.


  “Just remember that eight is the age of Santa Claus and imaginary friends and make-believe. Children Lucy’s age are just beginning to separate fantasy from reality—and there’s a very good chance that whatever she’s envisioning is part of that process.”


  “But if it keeps up?”


  “Then I’d recommend starting Lucy on a low dose of Risperdal, to see if it makes a difference. Let’s just wait and see.”


  “Okay.” Meredith watched Lucy begin to braid the doll’s hair. “Okay.”
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  Ross wasn’t hungry, so he didn’t quite understand why he’d come to the town diner—an establishment that had been around as long as Comtosook, passing like a plague through a chain of overweight, crochety owners who all believed that grease was a gourmet seasoning. Not that this seemed to affect business: when Ross arrived, every table and counter stool was taken. Settling against a mirrored wall to wait, he pulled out his pack of cigarettes. “Sorry,” the waitress said, turning the moment he flicked on his lighter. “We’re smoke-free.”


  It seemed ridiculous that an establishment whose menu catered to early heart attacks would be so hypocritical, but Ross just tucked his Merits back into his jacket. “I’ll be around back,” he told the waitress. “Can you save me a table?”


  “That depends.” She smiled. “Will you save me a cigarette?”


  Now, five minutes later, he leaned against the Dumpster behind the diner and lit up, letting the smoke curl down his throat like a question mark. He crossed his eyes a little and watched the tip glow.


  He should have brought a jacket—it was easily ten degrees colder back here. Temperature fluctuations like this were becoming customary in town, and its residents seemed to have turned a corner—instead of fearing these anomalies, they unpacked their winter boots and mittens, and left them beside their beach towels and suntan lotion, because either one might be called for. The best thing about New Englanders, Ross thought, was that when they finished complaining they swallowed fate like a dose of medicine—unpleasant in taste, but ultimately, something you’d get through all the same and be better for it. Ross pressed his shoulders against the dark metal wall of the Dumpster, stealing the heat it had trapped. Head bent, he tossed the rest of the cigarette away.


  “You didn’t even finish that.”


  He turned around. “Lia.”


  Ross would have known she was behind him even if she hadn’t spoken; the scent of flowers was in the air. She ground out the butt with her loafer, her fingers fluttering at her sides. She was wearing her polka-dotted dress again, this time with a beaded cardigan, as if she were embarrassed to be seen in the same clothing and wanted to freshen it up.


  “I’ve been looking for you,” Lia said.


  Her words didn’t match her stance; she looked ready to bolt. There was something about her—something helpless, boxed-in, that seemed familiar to Ross. “I’ve been looking for you, too.” As he said it, he realized how much this was true. He had been searching for Lia in the reflection of store windows, in the cars that pulled up beside him at traffic lights, in line at the drugstore.


  “Did you find your ghost yet?”


  “Not my ghost,” Ross clarified. “A ghost.” He got to his feet, smiling. “Why were you looking for me?”


  Lia spoke in a rush. “Because... I didn’t get to tell you the other night... but I look for ghosts, too.”


  “You do?” This was such an unprecedented, enthusiastic response that it took Ross by surprise. Most people who believed in paranormal phenomena admitted it grudgingly.


  “I’m an amateur, I suppose, compared to what you do.”


  “Have you found anything?” Ross asked.


  She shook her head. “Has anyone?”


  “Sure. I mean, beyond spirit photography and mediums, there’s been research from Princeton and the University of Edinburgh. Even the CIA did valid studies on ESP and telepathy.”


  “The CIA?”


  “Exactly,” Ross said. “The government even concluded that people can get information without using the five senses.”


  “That isn’t proof of life after death.”


  “No, but it suggests consciousness is more than something physical. Maybe seeing a ghost is just a different form of clairvoyance. Maybe ghosts aren’t even really dead, but alive somewhere in the past, and...” Ross’s voice trailed off. “Sorry. It’s just that... most people think what I do is crazy.”


  “I get that a lot too.” Lia smiled a little. “And don’t apologize. I’ve never met a scientist who doesn’t get all excited about his work.”


  A scientist. Had Ross ever been called that? It set off fireworks of feeling inside him—pride, astonishment, fascination. Certain that anything he did was going to ruin this moment, he reached for a cigarette as a delay tactic, and offered one to Lia. Her hand rose like a hummingbird, then darted behind her back. It had hovered long enough, however, for Ross to notice the thin gold band she was wearing.


  And there went his world, crashing down again.


  “He won’t know,” Ross said, meeting her gaze.


  Lia stared at him. Then she took a cigarette from the pack and let Ross light it for her. She smoked like she was swallowing a secret—this was a treasure to be hoarded. Her eyes drifted shut; her chin rose to expose the line of her neck.


  In that moment it did not matter that she was someone else’s wife; that she was still looking over her shoulder; that whatever few minutes Ross had with her would only be borrowed. This might well have been the beginning of a mistake, and even that could not prevent Ross from letting her leave just yet. “Let me buy you a cup of coffee,” he said.


  She shook her head. “I can’t—”


  “No one will find out.”


  “Everyone comes to this diner. If he knows I was with you...”


  “So what? Then you’ll tell him the truth. We’re two friends, talking about ghosts.”


  Wrong answer. Lia paled visibly, and Ross saw right through to her fragility again. “I don’t have friends,” she said quietly.


  No friends. And you’re not allowed to have a cup of coffee, and you have to sneak out in the dead of night. Ross could not even conjure a mental image of this tyrant who dominated Lia so completely. In today’s world, what husband would do such a thing? What woman would think so little of herself to let it happen? “What if I cover your head with a paper bag and tell everyone you’ve got leprosy?”


  She fought a smile. “I can’t drink coffee through a paper bag.”


  “I’ll ask for a straw.” Lia was weakening, he could see it in the sway of her knees. “One cup,” Ross pleaded.


  “All right,” she agreed. “One cup.” She took a long drag of her cigarette, her throat contracting as her eyes pinned him. “Have we met?”


  “Two nights ago.”


  “I meant before that.”


  Ross shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he said, but he felt as if he’d known her forever. Or maybe he wanted to know her forever. Was there a difference?


  He wanted to ask her why she was afraid of her husband. He wanted to ask her what had brought her to the diner today, at the same exact moment that Ross had come there. But he was afraid that if he said anything at all, she would disappear like the threads of smoke that hung between them.


  “Do you really think there’s a ghost there?” Lia asked.


  “On the Pike property? Maybe. If it is an Indian burial ground.”


  “An Indian burial ground?” Lia seemed stunned by the idea. “I don’t think so.”


  “Do you know much about the area?”


  “I’ve lived here all my life.”


  “And there’s never been anything to suggest that the land might have once been part of an Indian settlement?”


  “Whoever told you that is making it up.”


  Ross considered this. It was entirely possible.


  “But this Indian... it isn’t your first ghost,” Lia stated.


  “It will be, if it ever shows up.”


  “No, I meant, this isn’t the one that made you want to look.” She ducked her head, her hair swinging forward to cover her face. Her part was crooked at one spot in the back, as if her hand had jumped while holding the comb. “My mother died the day I was born. She’s the one I try to find, sometimes.”


  He realized then that Lia’s acceptance of the paranormal was not born out of open-mindedness, but—like his—out of desperation. That what he recognized about her was, quite simply, the same pain he saw in himself.


  Lia held out her forearm, pushing away the sleeve of her sweater, where a web of scars netted the flesh. “Sometimes I have to cut myself,” she confessed, “because I’m so sure I won’t bleed.”


  It had been so long since someone understood. “My ghost,” Ross said, his voice swollen and unfamiliar. “Her name is Aimee.”


  Once he had started, he could not stop. He spoke of the things he loved about Aimee—the ordinary ones, like the wide pool of her smile; and the others, like the spot where her elbow was always rough and the way she could not pronounce the word “drawer.” He spoke of the flash and fury of the accident, without any of the particulars that would only break him apart all over again. He spoke of what it felt like to learn that some mistakes were made in indelible ink. He spoke until his throat was raw and all his grief had been laid at Lia’s feet like an offering.


  By the time he finished, she was crying. “Do you really believe that you can love someone very much, very very much, even though you’re a world apart?”


  The words were torn out of her; Ross knew better than to believe this question came from his pain alone. “How can I not believe it?”


  She started to back away. “I need to go.” Ross instinctively reached for her—and just as quickly, just as automatically, Lia moved out of range.


  “Lia, tell me what he’s done to you.”


  “He adores me,” she whispered. “He loves a woman who doesn’t really exist.”


  Whatever Ross had been expecting as evidence of mistreatment, this was not it. Could you love someone so much that, even without meaning to, you hurt them?


  Lia brushed the edge of his sleeve, the tears on the tips of her fingers leaving a patch of cold. “When you find Aimee,” she said softly, “you tell her how lucky she is.”


  By the time Ross lifted his head, she was walking away. There were questions writhing inside him: What could she possibly have done that made her feel so unworthy of her husband’s affection? And if Lia loved him, why did it seem to be breaking her heart?


  Ross had not meant to upset her. He’d only wanted her to understand that she wasn’t alone. “Lia,” he called out, hurrying after her, but she only glanced over her shoulder once and began to walk faster. Her cigarette butt smoldered on the sidewalk.


  “Hey.” The waitress he’d spoken with earlier stuck her head out the diner’s back door. “You still looking for a table?”


  Ross followed her inside. He was ushered to a booth that hadn’t been cleaned yet. As he slid into the banquette he handed her one of his cigarettes, as promised.


  She laughed, tucked it into her sleeve, and wiped down the tabletop. “You flying solo today?”


  He glanced out the window. “Yeah. I guess I am.”


  The waitress scooped her tip across the table. She pocketed the bill and the quarters, snorting at the penny that was left behind. “It always pisses me how people think I’m a piggy bank,” she muttered. “Like I’d want this in my pocket any more than they do.”


  “A hundred of them will get you a cup of coffee.”


  The waitress jingled her apron. “And a hernia.” She slid the penny toward Ross. “Heads up. You keep it, for luck.”


  As she disappeared to get him flatware and coffee, Ross picked up the coin. He flipped it in the air, caught it, spun it on its edge. It wasn’t until after the penny fell, heads up once again, that he noticed it had been minted in 1932.
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  That afternoon Ross mentally listed what he knew about Lia:


  Each time she’d run into him, she seemed painfully shy. She was fascinated by the supernatural, but was afraid of her own shadow. Freedom, for her, came at night. She was married to a man whose love kept her in a box.


  And, oh, she had been broken. She hid it well, but Ross knew from personal experience that once you had put the pieces back together, even though you might look intact, you were never quite the same as you’d been before the fall.


  Ross fast-forwarded through the tape he’d recorded a few nights ago, replaying the conversation he’d had with Az Thompson. The problem was, he was more interested in the mystery of Lia Beaumont than the question of whether or not this property was haunted.


  He had never collected on that cup of coffee she’d agreed to have with him.


  Ross scraped the edge of the remote against his stubbled chin. There wasn’t a damn thing worthwhile on the tape. What would he tell Rod van Vleet?


  The telephone rang, jarring him out of his reverie. He grabbed for the receiver before it woke Shelby and Ethan. “Hello?”


  There was no one on the other end, but the connection was there. Ross could hear it, couched in soft static. He cradled the receiver against his shoulder. “Lia?” he murmured.


  It was her; he would have bet everything he owned that it was her. She might not be able to meet him, but she knew where to find him. This was her way of letting him know.


  Ross did not hang up. He fell asleep with the phone nestled against his ear, the first true sleep he’d had in days, thinking as he drifted off that he had not realized how very exhausted he was.
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  Thousands of years ago, the Abenaki had ranged from the northwest of Vermont to the southeast, as well as western Massachusetts, parts of New Hampshire, and even Quebec. They called the area Nd’akina, which meant Our Land. Their tribal name, Abenaki, meant People of the Dawn. They referred to themselves as Alnôbak, or human beings. At one point, they numbered forty thousand.


  They relied on agriculture, and their villages had been located on the floodplains of rivers. Hunting and fishing supplemented their diets. For most of the year, they lived in scattered bands of extended families, but during the summer they would gather. They had no central authority, which meant that in times of war, the Abenaki could abandon their villages, separate into smaller groups, and resurface somewhere far away to counterattack. Often during war, they retreated into Quebec, which led many colonials in New England to think of them as Canadian Indians, and gave them an excuse to take most of their land in Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont without compensation.


  There were, in 2001, approximately 2,500 Abenaki left in Vermont.


  But whether any of them had ever lived on the Pike property was still a mystery to Ross, even though he’d tried six different Internet search engines and nearly every historical reference book the Comtosook Public Library had to offer.


  He lay his head on the desk, frustrated. Shelby came up behind him and began to knead his shoulders. “Any luck?”


  “You do this for a living?” Ross sighed.


  “I’m going to assume that means you didn’t find anything.” She sat down on the chair beside them, glancing quickly at the reference desk to make sure Ethan was still occupied with his Game Boy. “Vermont isn’t exactly known for its record-keeping precision,” she said. “Most of the old documents are gathering mold on the floor of the town clerk’s office. And even those are pretty much the story of the English who settled the area. I don’t imagine that Native Americans saw the need for property deeds a thousand years ago.”


  “Yeah, and look at where it got them.”


  “You going to quit, then?”


  “No.” He glanced at the screen, luminous and humming. “I’m going to try to read up on some of those Brits. See if their accounts mention any Indian settlements.”


  “Suit yourself. I’m going to take Ethan home.”


  Ross watched his sister from a distance, chatting with the new librarian who’d come in to take over the shift, slipping the strap of her purse over her shoulder, touching the crown of Ethan’s head when she spoke as if her hand had simply been drawn there, a magnet to its pole.


  “Shel,” he called out, as she waved to him from the door. “You ever hear of anyone named Beaumont?”


  “Is that one of those English settlers?”


  “No.” Ross found his hands moving over the keyboard as if they had a mind of their own. The search engine he opened up had nothing to do with historical documents. It was the much more mundane White Pages for the town of Comtosook.


  The librarian who’d just come on duty looked at him over her bifocals. “There’s a biology library on the UVM campus named after a Beaumont. Sometimes we do book loans with them.”


  “Sorry, Ross,” Shelby said, shaking her head. “That doesn’t ring a bell.”


  She pushed Ethan out the door as Ross typed the name into the computer.


  BEAUMONT, ABEL. 33 Castleton Rd.


  BEAUMONT, C. RR 2, Box 358.


  BEAUMONT, W. 569 West Oren St.


  He had not really expected to find Lia’s name listed; her husband didn’t seem the type to grant a woman equal billing. There was no way of finding the Beaumont on the Rural Route, but the other two were local. He signed off the computer and gathered his things.


  “Success?” the librarian asked, smiling.


  Ross found himself whistling. “You could say that.”
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  It frustrated Az to no end that he needed some pissant piece of paper to fish in waters that belonged to no one. Who was some game warden to tell him he needed a permit with a stamp on it in order to sit himself down on the shores of the lake and catch as many trout as he could fit into his belly for dinner?


  But he had it, all the same, tucked into the pocket of his shirt just in case he attracted company at six in the morning. He sat back and threaded a shiner onto his hook, then cast toward a patch of water that seemed darker than the rest.


  He left his bail open, so that the minnow could swim away. The fishing line was a neon equator, splitting the lake into two. Az closed his eyes and balanced his rod between his knees. Growing old was still a surprise to him; funny how he could not remember what he had for dinner last night but could tell you, in exquisite detail, about the constellation of speckles on the back of the first trout he ever caught. He could not always catch the name of a friend on his tongue but there were faces from the past that he knew as surely as if he’d sculpted them himself. His spine had curved in the past few years, to the point where Az wondered if he would literally come full circle before it was his time to go, but his mind was so clear he could sometimes feel its serrated edges in the moments before he let loose and sank to sleep.


  Az grunted at the absolute lack of activity on his line. Patience, that’s what his father had taught him, along with which shallows netted the best bait and how to cast so softly a fish heard the splash of the hook only as a memory. But Az didn’t have much patience these days. Patience required time, and he was running out of that.


  The sun, bloodshot eye, lit the lip of the lake. There was a sudden spray of fire overhead. Explosions rose like Roman candles, sliding the sky from night into day.


  The ground trembled beneath Az as a second round of charges went off at Angel Quarry, dislodging more granite to be mined into kitchen countertops and grave markers. His fishing line began to spin out as a trout grabbed onto the shiner. Az counted once, twice, then closed the bail on the reel and began to pull in with a steady hand.


  The fish thrashed into his basket, all the colors of the sunrise caught in its scales. Another detonation ripped across the lake, and this time, Az could see bass leaping in small surprised circles, desperate to escape this unplanned earthquake.


  He baited his hook with another shiner. Sometimes, things just needed a little shaking up.
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  Meredith huddled over her microscope, examining a single cell from an embryo that had been recently conceived in a test tube. This one did not seem destined to inherit cystic fibrosis—a small miracle, given that the couple’s other four attempts to conceive a healthy child had failed. She arched her back and smiled: this one would make it. This one would be a survivor. And Meredith should know.


  Lucy had been one of those against-the-odds babies. Not because of a genetic disorder, but simply by circumstance. Eight years ago Meredith had broken off a fading relationship with her mentor, a biomedical engineering professor who had been too busy to accompany her to her mother’s funeral in Maryland. Her mother had only been in her fifties—it had been a heart attack, unexpected and very fast. As devastated as Meredith had been, her grandmother had been even more upset, and it fell to Meredith, at twenty-six, to take care of the details of death. She could still recall the surreal trip to the funeral parlor, where she was asked to pick out the color of satin lining for her mother’s coffin; to choose from a catalog of Vermont-granite headstones. She remembered the graveside service, where Granny Ruby had listed against her, the old woman’s slight weight forcing Meredith to stand tall and solid.


  She made the decision to go to Boston, defend her dissertation, and then come back to Silver Spring to live with Granny Ruby. But four sleepless nights had taken their toll; several hours into the journey north, she lost control of her Civic.


  Meredith awakened in the hospital with a cast on her left leg, bruises on every inch of her body, and a nurse at her side who kept telling her that her baby was going to be fine. Baby? she had thought, or maybe said aloud. What baby? Answers were fed to her like pain pills—an ultrasound meant to check internal injuries had shown the eight-week pregnancy, the butterfly heartbeat.


  She had not wanted to be a single mother. She hadn’t wanted to be a mother, period. All she wanted was her own mother, back. So she’d made an appointment for an abortion.


  One that she hadn’t kept.


  Meredith knew the science behind conception; she understood what parents could and could not pass along to their children. But she could not help wondering if, somehow, the intangibles bled through by osmosis. If she’d wanted a baby from the moment she’d found out—instead of wishing, in the darkest part of the night, that she’d miscarry—would Lucy have been more secure? She loved her daughter now; she could not imagine a life without her in it. But if she was going to be brutally honest with herself, eight years ago, she could have easily gone the other way.


  Life was all about being in a certain place, at a certain time.


  Oh, Lucy, she thought, if I could do it over again. She would work less, and take her daughter mountain climbing instead. She would teach her a martial art. She would admit that she did not know all the answers, and what’s more, might not ever be able to find them.


  With a sigh, Meredith turned back to the scope. Two days from now this embryo would be implanted in its mother’s womb. The irony didn’t escape her—she, who had not wanted a baby yet wound up with one, was often the last hope of parents who wanted a baby more than anything but couldn’t conceive. This child would not have cystic fibrosis, but that didn’t mean it might not contract meningitis. You never knew what you were going to get. Close a door, and you’d still feel a breeze through the window.
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  Neither Castleton Road nor West Oren Street turned out to be anywhere near the Pike property, but that didn’t keep Ross from plotting the routes on a map he’d bought at the gas station and finding the houses. However, Lia Beaumont did not live at either the sleepy Victorian whose picket fence badly needed painting, or the log home guarded by the German shepherd named Armageddon. It was possible that she lived at the unlisted address, but he would ask her that the next time he saw her.


  If he saw her.


  Ross had eaten all his meals at the town diner, and he’d been on a vigil at the property for the past two nights, but Lia Beaumont had not materialized. He’d seen Az Thompson skulking around again, two raccoons having sex, and several times, his video equipment had picked up the most remarkable globules—large as a basketball and pearly white, streaking across the screen.


  He would have liked to show these to Lia.


  Ross wanted to ask her if she thought her mother would wait to be found, no matter how many years it took. He wanted to ask her if she loved her husband the way he loved Aimee. He wanted to know what differences between them could seem just as irreconcilable as death.


  He was worried, too, that maybe her husband had found out that she’d met Ross at the diner, and had punished her. He didn’t know what that would entail. Physical abuse? Psychological? It was possible, too, that the reason she’d disappeared was because Lia—who had admitted to cutting her arms to feel something, anything—had simply decided that the surest way to find her mother was to turn herself into a ghost.


  Ross found himself reading the obituaries, and sighing with relief when she wasn’t mentioned. He began to make ridiculous bargains with himself: If I can hold my breath for three full minutes, she will come tonight. If I make this light before it turns red, she will be there.


  Some nights at the Pike property were more active than others. There were wild temperature swings and tiny flashes of blue light between the branches of trees, and the smell of hemlock occasionally seemed thick enough to choke. Twice, Ross had heard the hinged cry of an infant.


  The third night, he was sitting at the edge of the clearing where he’d targeted his investigation, the night wrapped as tight as a straitjacket, when the stone fell out of the sky. It was approximately the size of a dinner plate and nearly as flat, and dropped from a high enough velocity to crack against his shin. “Shit!” Ross yelped, jumping to his feet. Pain throbbed up his leg and a welt rose below his knee. Peering up the nearest tree with his flashlight, he could see nothing. He was in no shape to climb. So he took that same rock and slammed it hard enough against the trunk to make it shake. “Hey!” he shouted. “Who’s there?”


  He expected an animal—a bear cub, or some kind of mutant squirrel—but there was nothing. He snapped off a branch and then used it to beat at the others. He kept at this for a while, not because he really thought he was going to find anything, but because he wanted some measure of revenge. It was only when he stopped, exhausted, that he heard the digging.


  It was faint, like a woodchuck scratching a hole in a garden. Ross limped toward the far side of the clearing, the sound growing stronger. His flashlight illuminated about thirty small mounds, arranged in no particular order.


  Different archaeological experts and excavation teams had razed parts of the property, yet this particular spot had been intact when Ross arrived at dusk that evening. Now, enough earth had been dug out of each hole to make a small pile, although when Ross bent down and tried to dig a little deeper with a stick, the ground was just as frigid and snowy as it had been for days.


  Ross had never actually seen a primitive burial ground, but he imagined it looked something like this.


  He drew his digital camera from his pocket and took pictures from several angles. Then he bent to the tiny LCD display to see what the photos looked like. But in every single picture, the ground was perfectly flat, covered with a layer of undisturbed ice. Confounded, Ross shined the flashlight down on the same patch of land. There were no mounds of dirt, where minutes ago there had been many.


  “I know what I saw.” Ross stomped around the small space, but there was no give to the ground; it was still frozen solid.


  Had he imagined all of it? He bent down and rolled up the leg of his pants—no, the welt was even bigger now, and a vivid shade of purple. That stone had fallen. That sound had been digging. Those heaps had been there.


  Another reason to miss Lia: had she come tonight, and seen this, Ross would not have thought he was crazy.
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  That week the Winooski River slowed its flow, leaving fish swimming in circles and washing up on the banks in confusion. Families with satellite television systems found their programming now completely in Norwegian, the mouths of the actors not quite matching up to the words, like old Godzilla movies. At the Comtosook IGA, all four electronic cash registers—newly purchased from an industrial catalog and recently arrived—began to add wrong, so that grapes might ring up at $45 per bunch and cantaloupes cost a penny a pound, while mousetraps and fish sticks were perfectly free. The people who dared to talk of these things found they lost their train of thought right in the middle of a sentence, and would find instead the sweet taste of sugar on their tongue, or the bitter tang of chicory, depending on what they had been about to say.
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  It sucked going to the dermatologist.


  Not only did it remind Ethan of what a freak he was, it also meant he had to stay up all day long, because the doctor’s office hours were during the time he usually slept. And after whatever procedure had been done, he had the added fun of seeing his mother’s smile crack like a hard-boiled egg; she was trying that desperately to look at him as if he were perfectly normal.


  Today he’d had three precancerous growths removed from his face. The doctor had taken a cotton swab and stuck it into a cup of liquid nitrogen, then held it to Ethan’s forehead and nose. It stung enough to make tears come to his eyes, and it itched, now.


  His mother pulled into the driveway. Uncle Ross was out—the car was gone. Ethan could have unfastened his own seat belt but he waited until his mother came around the passenger side and did it for him. “You okay?” she asked quietly, and he nodded and got out of the car. He slipped his hand into hers as they walked up the porch, something he had not done for months, because when you have less time than everyone else it means you have to make yourself grow up faster.


  In his bedroom, he pulled off his clothes like taffy. He dragged his pajamas over his head and then glanced in the mirror. The blisters hadn’t formed yet—that would be tomorrow. But his face was already a globe, shifting blotchy continents where the growths had been frozen off.


  Before he even realized what he was doing, he lifted his fist and smashed the mirror. Blood ran down his arm but the only thought spiking through his mind was that he didn’t have to look at himself anymore.


  “Ethan?” His mother’s voice. “Ethan!” She was behind him now, wrapping his fist in a sheet yanked from the bed. “What happened?”


  “I’m sorry,” Ethan rocked back and forth. “I’m sorry.”


  “Now you’re propitiating...”


  “Pro-what?”


  “It means being agreeable. Something you always are, after the fact.”


  Ethan yanked his hand away. “Then why don’t you just say it?” he yelled. “Why do you use these stupid words all the time no one can understand anyway? Why doesn’t anyone ever just tell me, flat out, the truth?”


  His mother stared at him. “What do you want to hear, Ethan?”


  He was sobbing, and his nose was running. “That I’m a monster.” He held his splayed hands up to his face, streaking his chin and cheeks with smudges of blood. “Look at me, Ma. Look at me.”


  His mother forced a smile. “Ethan, honey, you’re tired. It’s way past your bedtime.” Her voice kicked into soothing mode, the consistency of warm honey. It rolled over Ethan’s shoulders; he had to fight to keep from giving in. He felt his mother probe his hand, lead him into the bathroom to clean the cuts.


  “I don’t think you’ll need stitches,” she said, and she wrapped his hand with gauze. Then she took him back into his bedroom. Ethan climbed into bed and stared at the frame on his wall where the mirror used to be.


  “You’ll feel better after you take a nap,” his mother said, and Ethan did not know if she was talking to him or to herself. “We’ll do something really wonderful when you get up—take out the telescope, maybe, and try to find Venus... or watch all the Star Wars videos back to back... you’ve wanted to do that for a while now, haven’t you?” As she spoke she crouched on the floor, picking up the shards of the mirror. He wondered if she knew she was crying.


  Although he was exhausted, Ethan didn’t fall asleep. His hand throbbed, and so did his face. He waited until he no longer heard his mother moving around downstairs, then crept out of bed to reach under his desk, where his mother had missed a triangle of mirror.


  Ethan held it up to his face. You could only get a small spot in view—the tip of his nose, one eyebrow, a freckle. It was possible, this way, to believe that added together, the reflections might make up one very ordinary boy. It was possible, this way, to be someone altogether different.
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  Eli woke with a start and sat up, gasping for air. The room was redolent with the scent of apples, so strong that he looked to the side of the bed to make sure there was not a cider press nearby. He rubbed his eyes, but could not seem to shake the image that danced before his face, no matter which way he turned: it was that woman again.


  He knew her voice, although he had never heard her speak. He knew that she had a scar underneath her left earlobe, that her mouth tasted of vanilla and misfortune.


  His mother had believed in the power of dreams. When Eli was a child, she’d told him a story of his grandfather, a holy man who had envisioned his own demise. He had gone to sleep and seen a mountain covered with snow, and at the very top, a hawk. The hawk reached into the drifts and pulled out a snake by its neck—pulled and kept pulling—and finally attached to the end of the reptile was the empty shell of a turtle. Shaken, it made the rattle of death. Three months later, at a ceremonial rite, a freak snowstorm stranded Eli’s grandfather and three other men at the top of a sacred mountain. The others found the men days afterward, frozen. Their bodies might never have been recovered, if not for the caw of a hawk who led the search party closer and closer.


  “When we’re awake,” Eli’s mother used to say, “we see what we need to see. When we’re asleep, we see what’s really there.”


  He used to wonder if his mother had ever dreamed of her marriage to a white man; of the diabetes slowly killing her. He wondered if she’d known that her only son would be more likely to cut off his own arm than subscribe to the Indian belief that dreams were more than some crazy neurons firing.


  The woman, the one who came to him in the dark—she had eyes the color of sea glass, a piece that Eli found once on a beach in Rhode Island, and that he kept on the windowsill of his bathroom.


  He pulled the covers up to his chin and settled down on his pillows again. Most likely, he was horny. He was dreaming up beauties because he wasn’t getting any honest action.


  Although, he admitted, as he drifted off again, if that was the case, it made more sense to picture her in a bikini, or better yet, naked in a sauna. Not like she’d been, fully clothed and crouched on a floor, weeping as she fit together what looked like the pieces of an impossible puzzle.
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  The scream rang out, high and hysterical, as Meredith raced into Lucy’s bedroom. No, no, no, she thought. Things have been so normal.


  Her grandmother was already there, smoothing Lucy’s damp hair back from her forehead and murmuring that everything was all right. “She won’t stop,” Granny Ruby said, panicked. “It’s like she can’t even hear me.”


  Meredith clapped her hands on both sides of her daughter’s face and leaned closer. “Lucy, you listen to me. You are fine. There is nothing here that can hurt you. Do you understand?”


  Like a veil lifting, Lucy’s gaze sharpened, and she fell silent. As she realized where she was and what had happened she curled up in a fetal position and skittered closer to the head of the bed. “Can’t you see her?” Lucy whispered. “She’s right there.”


  She pointed to a spot between Meredith and Ruby, a spot where there was nothing at all. Then she burrowed underneath the covers. “She wants me to help her look.”


  “For what?” Meredith asked.


  But Lucy had gone somewhere inside herself, and she didn’t answer. Meredith’s chest hurt; her heart might have been a stone. “Granny,” she said, in a voice that was borrowed, “can you watch her?”


  Without waiting for an answer, Meredith walked into her own bedroom again. She picked up the telephone and the small business card she’d placed in her nightstand drawer. She waited for the appropriate series of beeps. And then she paged Dr. Calloway, a surrender.
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  When Ross arrived at the Pike property at 11 P.M., Lia was waiting. “Am I late?” he asked casually, as if he’d expected to see her all along. As he set up his equipment he watched her from the corner of his eye. There was something different about her—a fragile determination that Ross didn’t want to jeopardize by bringing up the circumstances of how they’d last parted. So instead, he showed her the spots where the mounds had been two nights ago. He let her look at his new EMF field meter, which had arrived in the mail that afternoon. If she wanted to ghost hunt with him, then he’d let her. It was a starting point, and that was better than nothing at all.


  She ran her hand lightly over the video camera on its tripod, pointed off in the distance. “My father has a camera,” she said, “although his is a little bigger. Bulkier.”


  “This one’s digital.” Ross glanced up at the clearing. He was already getting strong sensations from that spot. “If we sit down and wait, maybe we’ll get lucky.”


  “I... can stay?”


  “I figured that’s why you came.”


  Lia didn’t answer, but settled herself beside him on the frozen ground. Her apprehension pressed between them like a chaperone. Ross wondered what was fueling her fear—the possibility of seeing a ghost, or that her husband would come looking for her. “You okay?” he asked.


  She nodded. With the exception of a small flashlight, they were sitting in total darkness. Lia sat with her arms wrapped over her knees, her skirt smoothed to her ankles. She glanced at the EMF meter, its needle stable. “So this compass,” she said, “it goes off if a ghost is here?”


  “Technically, it goes off when a ghost is materializing. It’s the transition between states that disrupts an electromagnetic field.”


  She frowned. “I don’t understand.”


  “If the spirit is invisible, and then suddenly starts to look solid—or vice versa—we’ll hear crackling.”


  They fell into a companionable silence full of questions neither one wanted to be first to ask. At some point Ross stopped attending to potential paranormal activity and started to listen instead for the sound of Lia’s breathing falling between the spaces of his own. He grew acutely aware of the distance between his shoulder and hers. If he shrugged, he would touch her. Hell, if he inhaled deeply.


  It had been nearly a decade since Ross felt this—a physical awareness so intense it seemed to require all of his attention, a fleeting prayer for something beyond his control—earthquake, tsunami—that might naturally close the space between them. He had been looking for the ghost of a woman for so long, it was unsettling to find himself fascinated by one sitting right beside him. But Lia was married, and Aimee was the one he really wanted.


  What if the strange tug he felt around Lia was not the need to save her, but the possibility that she might be able to save him? What if he was not supposed to find a ghost in Comtosook... but rather, this woman?


  Aimee is gone. Lia is here...


  The rogue thought stumbled into the front of his mind, upsetting him so greatly he found himself physically going in the opposite direction, scooting out of the yellow round of the flashlight and away from Lia. “Did something happen?” she asked, breathless.


  No, Ross thought, thank God. He got to his feet and began to walk around the clearing.


  “You feel something?”


  “No,” Ross answered. Yes.


  She stood up, walking into the shadows. “I do,” Lia murmured. “Like everything’s getting... sharper. Harder.”


  As she moved past Ross, he could feel a breeze. The light edge of her skirt grazed his hand, and before he could stop himself, he grabbed for it, only to have it slip through his fingers like wind.


  His heart was too large in his chest, and it was beating out of rhythm. Ross, who had not let his love die when his lover did, was suddenly distracted by something as mundane as the dimple on a woman’s knee.


  He told himself that he had built a world with Aimee; that she had known him better than anyone had in his life. But the truth was, Aimee would not recognize Ross now. Grief had changed him, from the pitch of his voice to the way he carried himself down a busy street. Aimee had understood what made Ross happy.


  But Lia seemed to understand what had crushed him.


  There was suddenly, quite clearly, the cry of an infant. “Did you hear that?” Lia whispered, and she reached for Ross, her hand closing over his wrist.


  He had heard it. But he realized that Lia was no longer focused on the distant sound. She picked up the flashlight, shined it square on the scars on Ross’s arm. “Oh...” Lia said, and the light clattered to the ground, pitching them both into darkness.


  Although he could not see Lia, Ross knew she was feeling beneath her sleeves for her own old wounds. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “You didn’t ask.” Ross reached into his pocket and lit a cigarette, bringing her face back from the shadows.


  “When?” she said simply.


  “A while ago. Back when I didn’t think there was anything left for me in this world.” He met her gaze, then took the glowing cigarette and pressed it to the flesh inside his arm, daring her to feel sorry for him. “I still don’t.”


  To his surprise, Lia didn’t try to stop him. She waited until he tossed away the butt, until there was an angry, blistered burn on his skin. “I didn’t come here tonight to look for a ghost,” Lia admitted. “I came because when I’m with you, I’m not sitting at home and wondering if I should use a knife or pills or poison.” All the fine hairs on his arms stood up as she pressed her lips to his ear. “Ross,” she whispered, “tell me what’s on the other side.”


  Ross had felt like this once before—dizzy and agonized and bursting from every cell. Afterward, when he’d awakened, three doctors said he’d been struck by lightning. He brought his hand up to Lia’s jaw. If you can see me so clearly, he thought, then I must be real.


  A few feet away, the EMF meter began to crackle. The static came slowly at first, eventually growing so loud Ross could hear it over the blind swell of his mind. Ross had never experienced a response this strong—something significant was coming. And it made perfect sense: the spirit was using the energy that had sparked between Ross and Lia to materialize.


  Ross scrambled away, grabbing for the EMF and squinting in an effort to see the readings. “The light,” he called to Lia.


  But a moment later, his shoe connected with the flashlight. The meter was already waning again, the crackles subsiding. It was the most significant proof of a spirit he’d ever witnessed, yet Ross didn’t think he’d care at this moment if the ghost walked right up to him and introduced itself. He needed to find Lia, to see what was written on her face.


  Ross turned on the flashlight and swung the beam, but she was gone.


  It would not be the first time Ross had seen a person run away during a paranormal investigation. Yet Lia’s fear had nothing to do with the coming of ghosts. What had scared her was the same thing that had scared Ross—what, even now, kept him shaking: the knowledge that for the second time in his life, he wanted someone he could not have.


  FOUR


  In Comtosook, residents began adapting to a world they could no longer take for granted. Umbrellas were carried in knapsacks and purses, to ward off rain that fell red as blood and dried into a layer of fine red dust. China dishes shattered at the stroke of noon, no matter how carefully they were wrapped. Mothers woke their children, so that they could see the roses bloom at midnight.


  After a while, hems on pants began to unravel and words would not stay still on the pages of books. Water never boiled. People in town found they’d wake up without a history—walking out to get the morning paper, they would trip over their own memories, unraveled like bandages across the sidewalk. Women opened their dryers to find their whites had turned to feathers. Meat spoiled in the freezer. The color blue looked completely wrong.


  Some attributed the events to global warming, or personal bad luck. But when Abe Huppinworth walked into the Gas & Grocery only to find every single item balanced backward and upside down on the shelves, he wondered aloud if that Indian ghost on Otter Creek Pass didn’t have something to do with it. And the three customers who had been shopping at the time told their neighbors, and before evening fell the inhabitants of Comtosook were all speculating on whether or not it might not just be best to leave that piece of land alone.
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  There was a large part of Rod van Vleet that didn’t want to hear what Ross Wakeman had to say. If there was a ghost—ridiculous as it seemed—what was Rod supposed to do about it? The house had been demolished; the crews were moving the wreckage into Dumpsters. The Redhook Group was going to build, no matter how many locals’ signatures and petitions crossed his desk. Maybe Rod would need to call in a priest to exorcise the damn bagel shop that was to be eventually built here, and maybe he wouldn’t. The point was that the ghost was negotiable; the development was not.


  And yet, Rod really wanted to know if he was displacing a spirit. If the reason his meals all tasted of sawdust, if the reason his toothbrush went missing every night, had anything to do with his current occupation.


  “These things...” Rod pointed to the TV screen, where a grainy image of a forest at nighttime was scored by blue lines and floating balls of light. “These things are supposed to be a ghost?” He relaxed inside. Whatever he had been expecting, this was not it. A few sparks and bubbles couldn’t hurt anyone. They certainly wouldn’t run off potential business.


  Ross Wakeman was a charlatan; plain and simple. He’d seen an opportunity to grab a little attention for himself, and he had climbed right aboard Rod’s bandwagon to do it.


  “That’s not a spirit in and of itself,” Wakeman explained. “That’s a spirit’s effect on the equipment. I’ve had flashlights cut out on me on the property, and this sort of interference recording, and very strong readings on machines that measure magnetic fields.”


  “Mumbo-jumbo,” Rod said. “There’s nothing concrete.”


  “Just because something defies measurement doesn’t mean it’s not here.” Wakeman shrugged. “Consider the difference between property value and actual worth.”


  “Ah, but you can measure property value. It’s how much people are willing to pay to acquire something.”


  “You can measure a ghost, too, by what people are willing to believe.”


  Suddenly the door to the construction trailer burst open. Van Vleet turned away to find three angry equipment operators storming closer, their excavators as dormant as sleeping dinosaurs.


  One, the ringleader, poked Van Vleet in the chest. “We quit.”


  “You can’t quit. You haven’t finished the job.”


  “Screw the job.” He removed his hard hat and tossed it at van Vleet, a gauntlet. “They’re driving us crazy.”


  “What is?”


  “The flies.” Another worker stepped forward, continuing to speak in a thick French Canadian accent. “They come right into the ears, and they whisper.” With his hands he made small, spinning circles by the sides of his head. “Tsee-tsee. Tsee-tsee.”


  “And when you go to bat them away,” the first worker added, “there’s nothing there.”


  The third worker, still silent, crossed himself.


  Ross coughed, and van Vleet glared at him. “I’m sure it’s nothing,” he assured them. “A trick of the wind. Maybe a virus.”


  “Then it’s freakin’ contagious, because those Abenaki out front heard it too. And the old one, he spelled the word we heard. C-H-I-J-I-S. It means baby, in his language.”


  “Of course he’s going to tell you that!” van Vleet cried. “He wants you to leave. He wants you to be so scared you do just what you’re doing now—get off your trucks and stop working.”


  The men looked at each other. “We aren’t scared. But until you get rid of the ghost, you can find yourself another crew.” They nodded a farewell, then began to walk off the construction site.


  “What was it you were saying?” Ross asked.


  Van Vleet picked up his phone. “I have to find another construction crew,” he said. “I don’t have time for this now.”


  Ross shrugged. “If you need me, you know where to find me,” he said, and left. Rod dialed a number and waited through a recorded message. His eyes strayed to the TV screen in his office, where static flickered. Wakeman had left his tape behind by accident. Or, Rod thought, watching one streak of light, maybe not.
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  The blood hit her in the face.


  Meredith had no sooner walked out of the building than the liquid spattered her hair, and ran down her cheek and neck. “How many babies did you kill today?” the protester cried.


  She wiped it out of her eyes. Not real blood, but Kool-Aid, or something similar, from the sweet smell. Her employer did not get targeted quite as often as the abortion clinics in the area, but the objection was the same—part of Meredith’s job included choosing which embryos got to live and which were incinerated, and the right-to-lifers couldn’t accept that. “Get back to me when you’re infertile,” Meredith muttered to the small group of picketers, and she walked a little faster to her car.


  What she wanted to say, what she did not even let herself think until she was safe inside the comfort of the driver’s seat with the air-conditioning turned up high, was that she knew more about those protesters than any of them could ever know about her. Nine years ago she had walked past a line of them, all wearing the same faces they were wearing now, as if righteousness were nothing but a Halloween mask. She had canceled her genetic counseling appointments for the whole day, because even if she were feeling well enough to work during the afternoon she did not think she could sit across a desk and talk to other people about their children, not after aborting her own.


  Meredith remembered that the clinic smelled like steel and mouthwash. That the chairs in the waiting area were filled with girls so young their distended bellies seemed impossible. That she had knotted the first two ties on the back of her dressing gown before she decided she could not go through with it.


  What if being pregnant was not the colossal mistake she believed it was? What if the timing was not off, but terribly right—a wake-up call, a message? So what if her baby had no father. Meredith’s had left at age four, when her parents divorced, and she’d seen him only a handful of times while growing up. Yet she was living proof that you could do very well with only a mother, if you had the right one. If Meredith could not bring Luxe back alive, she at least had the opportunity to show her what she’d learned from her. She would make a safe haven for her daughter; she would feed her love.


  When she dressed again and got her money back and walked outside the clinic, one of the protesters had flung a bucket of fake blood at her. It was the last straw—Meredith grabbed the man by his collar and shouted right in his face that she hadn’t gone through with it. She broke down sobbing in the stranger’s embrace.


  They gave her cookies and hot chocolate from a thermos. They let her sit on a pile of blankets. The man who had doused her offered his own dry shirt. For that whole afternoon, Meredith was a hero.


  Nearly a decade later, in her rearview mirror, Meredith assessed the picketers. She wished she had the balls to walk back and ask if any of them had ever made a choice that changed their future. She wished she could take them into her lab, where so many healthy embryos sat waiting. She wished she could explain to them that there were some sorts of lives that were not worth living. That it was not cruel to be the judge of that, but humane.


  Then Meredith eased the car out of the parking spot and nosed it toward home, where she would find her daughter lying on the couch, dazed and lethargic from the antipsychotic meds. She wove dangerously in and out of rush-hour traffic. She cut off trucks. She pressed her foot to the gas pedal, doing 65 through a 30-mile-per-hour zone, as if sheer recklessness might convince her that after all these years, she still had what it took to save Lucy.
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  Ross sat in the emergency room, searching the faces of the scarred and the sick as they came through the automatic doors. Every time it was not Lia he relaxed by degrees. He had been here for two days, long enough to make friends with the triage staff and to ascertain that no one named Lia Beaumont, or for that matter, Jane Doe, had come through the hospital. That was what he was most worried about—the thought that she might hurt herself, or be hurt by her husband, before Ross had a chance to speak to her.


  He wanted to tell her that he could not remember the shape of Aimee’s eyes. Maybe, at first, that didn’t seem like something she’d need to hear. But for eight years now, Ross could picture this as clearly as if Aimee were just inches away—the ovals tipped up at the ends, the cinnamon at the center, the lashes that cast shadows on her cheeks when she was sleeping. Since the night that Lia had put her lips up to his cheek and whispered in his ear, he could not envision Aimee’s face without it morphing into Lia’s.


  He changed his clothes three times a day, and still he smelled roses.


  He wanted to kiss her.


  He wanted, period.


  There was no happy ending here, Ross knew that. He would not break up Lia’s marriage; he would not put her in a position to choose. But he needed to know that she was all right. He needed to believe she wasn’t sitting somewhere in Comtosook right now with a blade balanced over her wrist.


  Suddenly a woman rushed into the nurse’s desk dragging a child behind her like a pull toy. “I’m looking for a patient,” she demanded. “His name is Ross Wakeman.”


  Ross’s head snapped up at the sound of Shelby’s voice. He called her name.


  Ethan turned first, then his mother. “Ross!” She barreled toward him, face twisted in fear. Ethan, behind her, was wrapped in his daylight gear—swathed from head to toe to keep the sun from touching his skin. The parts of his face that Ross could see were mottled and raw.


  Shelby glanced from Ross’s face to his arms. His wrists. “What’s the matter? How long have you been here? God, Ross, why didn’t you call me?”


  Then she saw the cigarette burn he’d made on his forearm when he was with Lia. Blistered now and oozing, Shelby could not bring herself to touch it. Maybe it reminded her of Ethan. “Shel, I’m fine.”


  “You’re in a hospital.”


  “I know. I’ve been trying to find someone. I thought she might be hurt.”


  “You’re hurt too.”


  “That’s nothing. An accident.”


  She didn’t believe him, that much was clear. But she said, “You’re all right? You’re sure?”


  “Positive.”


  “Excellent,” Shelby replied, and she slapped him as hard as she could across the face.
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  Watching Ross’s head snap back, and the proof of her hand rising on his skin, was the most satisfying moment Shelby had had in forty-eight hours, which was approximately how long her brother had been missing. She’d spent that time calling around everywhere, trying to find people who had seen him. But very few residents of Comtosook even knew him, much less could identify him by sight. She’d called the police station, and was patched through to a Detective Rochert, who said a missing person’s report couldn’t be filed until two full days had gone by. To that end, she had taken Ethan out in broad daylight, driving slowly through town and canvassing the diner and even demanding an audience with Rod van Vleet, who had been the last person to see Ross, at ten o’clock yesterday morning.


  “Jeez, Shel,” Ross said, still smarting. “Nice to see you, too.”


  “You son of a bitch.” Shelby narrowed her eyes. “Do you have any idea where I’ve been? After the usual places, that is, that I would have bothered to look for my brother, who disappeared without any trace or for that matter the courtesy to leave me something like a note telling me where he was going or when he’d be back?”


  “We went under the highway,” Ethan piped in. “There was a dead seagull there. It was awesome.”


  Shelby’s head was red with thoughts of succussion, the satisfying concept of shaking her brother so hard it caused him damage. “Yes, that’s right. Under the highway. You know, in case you’d decided to jump off the bridge there.”


  “I told you before,” he said wearily. “I’m not going to kill myself.”


  She grabbed his arm, near the burn. “Then what’s this?”


  “A really inefficient way to go about committing suicide?”


  Tears were coming now, and that made her even angrier. “I’m glad you think this is so funny,” Shelby said. “I guess I’m just an idiot, you know, to assume that the people I care about actually have some obligation to me—at least when it comes to letting me know they’re not lying dead in a ditch somewhere.” She swiped at her eyes. “I’m glad you’re not killing yourself, Ross, because you’re doing a goddamned good job of killing me instead.”


  “The seagull?” Ethan said, tugging on Ross’s sleeve. “One of its eyes had been pecked out.”


  “Stop worrying about me, will you? I never asked you to,” Ross said.


  “You don’t get to make that choice.”


  “Then why don’t you worry about someone who really needs it?”


  “You don’t qualify?”


  “Not as much as you do,” Ross shot back. “For God’s sake, Shel, you’re living like some kind of nocturnal animal. You’ve closed yourself off to everyone but Ethan. Not a single friend comes over to have coffee with you, at least not since I’ve been here. You haven’t had a date in... Christ, in the past ten years the Pope’s gotten more action than you have. You’re forty-two and you act like you’re sixty. You’re doing a really good job of killing yourself; you don’t need me to do it for you.”


  She was not going to break down, not in the middle of the emergency room, not in front of Ross, especially not in front of Ethan. Fighting for control, she pressed her fists into her lap. “Are you finished?” she asked tightly.


  Ross took his sister’s hand and waited until she looked up at him. “Shelby. I am not going to kill myself. I promise.”


  “You promised before, Ross,” she whispered. “And it turned out you lied.”


  Shelby had known, after Aimee’s death, that her brother was not coming back from the edge. She had seen the way he stopped sleeping, the way his clothes began to wear him instead of the other way around. She had seen him hold a conversation when he was not really present. So she had been the one to give him a psychiatrist’s name, to set up an appointment. That night at dinner, he reported that it had gone well; he’d even thanked her. When Shelby had found Ross bleeding days later, he had mouthed the words I’m sorry, before he passed out.


  It turned out he’d never kept that appointment with the psychiatrist.


  “You tell me,” she said, “why I’m supposed to believe you now.”


  Ross looked off into the distance, his eyes fixed on a poster urging people to donate organs. He began to tell her a story, then, of a woman who had disappeared. Frightened... fragile... beautiful... curious: Ross balanced adjective upon adjective to form a friable house of cards that might collapse at any moment; and suddenly this Lia Beaumont might have been standing between them, shaking and unsure.


  One word snagged in Shelby’s mind. “Married?” she repeated.


  “She’s terrified of him.”


  “Ross—”


  He shook his head. “It’s not like that,” he said. Shelby knew he was lying; she just wasn’t certain if Ross realized it, too. “I’m worried about her. She has nowhere to go. She wants out, but she can’t find her way there. I think... I think she might try to kill herself.”


  How do you like it? she thought, but before she could speak she noticed her brother’s face. It was an expression she knew so well—one she had worn a thousand times, every time she looked up and saw the sun, or stared at Ethan’s seasoned, sleeping face. It was an expression she had seen Ross wear, after his suicide attempt. Sometimes, when you come up against a wall of reality, there simply is not a way to get around it. He has fallen in love with her, Shelby thought, and that’s not going to change a thing.


  Her voice rocked him gently. “Ross, you can’t save them all.”


  He reared back as if Shelby had slapped him again. “Just once,” he said softly. “Just once would be nice.” Staggering to his feet, he ran out of the hospital and as far away from this memory as he could.
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  The sun swallowed his uncle up, like the fiery breath of a dragon, the moment he raced out of the sliding-glass doors. Ethan kicked the bottom of his chair, which made the whole row shake, since they were attached. His mother sat beside him, her face buried in her hands, like she did when they watched Friday the 13th and she couldn’t bear to see someone hacked into pieces. “What’s with Uncle Ross?” Ethan said. “If that lady isn’t in the hospital, isn’t that a good thing?”


  His mother blinked. “You were listening.”


  “Duh. I was, like, two feet away.”


  His mother sighed, and Ethan knew she was doing the math in her head: how old he was, chronologically, multiplied by how old he was, emotionally, divided by some standard number for childhood innocence. “One time he tried to save someone’s life, and he wound up losing something very important to him.” She tightened her hold on his hand. “You know Uncle Ross was in a car accident with the woman he was going to marry. Ross was the person who was hurt the least, and he carried Aimee out of the car to the side of the road. But the other car, the one that hit them—there was a driver still stuck in there. He left Aimee while he went to see if that person was all right.”


  “And she died,” Ethan breathed, the last puzzle piece fitting snug in his mind.


  “Mmm-hmm. Aimee didn’t look that bad on the outside, which is why Uncle Ross thought it was okay to leave her alone for a second—but inside, her organs? They were bleeding badly. She was taken to the hospital, but the doctors couldn’t do anything.”


  “Like me,” Ethan said simply. His mother turned her face away.


  He swung his legs a little, made the row of seats move again. “Mom, would Aimee have gotten better if Uncle Ross had stayed with her?”


  “No, honey.”


  “Does he know that?”


  “I think so.”


  Ethan thought about this for a second. “But her dying—it wasn’t his fault.”


  His mother stared at him the way she did every now and then, as if she were going to be given a pop quiz on his features. “Sometimes that doesn’t make a difference,” she said.
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  Lucy slept a lot. Sometimes she dreamed that she was sleeping, and she could see herself lying on the bed. Sometimes she dreamed that she was being chased, but her legs didn’t move fast enough anymore. Once, she imagined that a giant had eaten her, and she curled up right in a cavity in his back molar where she slept and slept and slept.


  She still screamed in her sleep, but her throat was too tired to let it out.


  Every now and then a voice would slice like a knife. Her mother, begging her to get up and eat a little something. Granny Ruby, remarking on how much better Lucy looked now, couldn’t everyone see the roses in her cheeks? She heard them from a distance. She had fallen down a well and was doing a backfloat, staring up at the sun.


  Faces were printed on the backs of her eyelids: her mother, Granny Ruby, and the lady who came. The one who had been hanging from the tree, the one who stood by the edge of her bed and sat with her, now, on the couch, so close that Lucy’s feet were freezing.


  It was this woman, Lucy realized, who was supposed to be gone now. But since she’d started on the medicine, the woman was more clear than ever—the blue scan of her skin and the way sadness got stuck in the corners of her eyes, like little bits of sleep. She wasn’t as scary to Lucy anymore. In fact, it was like she knew. She understood what it was like to stand right in front of people you loved, even though they could not see you.
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  It was the first time Eli could remember being called in on a reverse vandalism charge. But Rod van Vleet had called dispatch, complaining that the demolished house was being rebuilt, somehow. Overnight, the frame of the whole downstairs had been erected again. Clearly, he said, it was the Abenaki. He wanted the Comtosook police to catch them in the act.


  Eli glanced over at Watson, who apparently believed that the chemicals in dog saliva might dissolve the passenger-seat window if applied liberally. They had already been to the campsite where the Abenaki were staying. With the exception of Az Thompson, everyone had been fast asleep. Yet moments later, as he and Watson stepped onto the Pike property, he could easily see why van Vleet was concerned: inside the temporary safety fencing, the demolished house seemed to be knitting itself back together.


  Beside him, Watson whined and backed away. “Scaredydog,” Eli murmured, and he pushed down the wire fence so that he could step over it. The reconstruction reminded him of shattered bones—support beams and roof joists healing in a way that wasn’t quite right, but that managed to bear the weight all the same. More interesting, though, was the fact that the house had gone past the framing stage. Plaster had been haphazardly smoothed into the downstairs walls. In some places, clapboards were already hanging. It would have taken an entire building crew weeks to accomplish this; for it to have happened overnight was impossible.


  Eli moved carefully over the rubble and shattered glass, and Watson, gathering courage, followed. There were no front steps yet, so he had to climb into the open doorway. Eli shined his flashlight around, assessing. Inside, patches of Sheetrock were missing and doorways were not square, but this structure was solid and standing. He could smell fresh paint.


  “If the Indians did this,” Eli said softly to Watson, “I’ll eat my hat. Which, come to think of it, would taste better than most of the stuff in our fridge.” He crept carefully into each room, unsure if the splintered floors would hold him. When he rattled the banister on the stairs, it tumbled to the ground. Steps shifted beneath his boots; Eli bent down to see that they had not yet been nailed into permanence.


  The second floor of the old Pike house was less complete. One whole wall opened out onto the night; the roof was a blanket of stars. Only two rooms seemed to be finished—a large bedroom off at the end of the hall, and the bathroom beside it. Eli’s feet crushed tufts of plaster and glass as he walked, and he glanced at Watson, worried for the dog’s safety.


  The sound of running water drew his attention, and Eli turned toward the bathroom. He thought back to last night’s dream. His woman, again. This time she was opening a door. She wore a white bathrobe and had a blue towel twisted over her hair, as if she’d just gotten out of the shower. She had been looking at him like he had all the answers.


  Watson hunkered down on his belly and began to whimper. Then he turned tail and flew down the stairs, loose boards scattering in his wake. “Some K-9 unit you are,” Eli murmured, edging his way into the bathroom. The rush of water grew louder, although a sweep with his flashlight revealed no fixtures and no pipes. When the beam reflected into his eyes, Eli squinted, then moved closer to find a mirror mounted on the wall. It was a miracle that something this fragile had survived the wrecking ball, given that so much glass was ground up in the soles of his shoes. The surface was foggy, and he touched it gently with his forefinger, expecting to clear a spot... yet nothing happened. Had he not known better, he would have thought the mirror had steamed up from the inside out.


  As Eli held the flashlight a little closer to see how the mirror was attached to the wall, the haze cleared in the shape of two hands, prints rising from behind the glass. Eli had his gun drawn immediately, pointed—where? At the wall? The mirror? How could you beat an enemy you couldn’t see?


  He could taste his heart. The hands pressed harder on the reverse side of the mirror. Then, right to left, backward, a finger drew letters through the steam. H-E-L-P.


  “Holy shit,” Eli breathed, and then suddenly the mirror was wiped clear before his eyes, showing him his panic. He backed out of the bathroom, scrambling down the unsteady staircase toward Watson. With the dog at his heels, Eli jumped out of the open doorway. He had just hurdled the temporary fencing around the structure when the house suddenly lit up like a Christmas tree, so bright that Eli turned, struck by the incongruous beauty of a beacon in the middle of the woods.


  All this, in a building where there had not been electricity for twenty years.
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  Ross could smell death. It lingered in the halls, cloaked in the scent of ammonia and bed linens and chalky pills. It peeked at him from around the corner. He wondered if the residents who came through the nursing home’s door ever looked back, knowing they would not be leaving.


  He had come here today, intent on throwing himself into research in the hopes that it might edge thoughts of Lia from his mind. In a week’s time he had not seen her; had not heard from her. Instead, he received an endless stream of calls from Rod van Vleet. Did Ross know that the Pike house was putting itself back together? That a cop had actually filed a report saying that all the lights had turned on inside—when there were no power lines?


  Ross was a firm believer that you could not force circumstance. You could buckle your seat belt, but still crash the car. You could throw yourself in front of an oncoming train, but somehow survive. You could wait for years to find a ghost, and then have one sneak up on you when you were too busy falling in love with a woman to pay attention. To that end, he made the conscious decision to stop waiting for Lia. When he least expected her, that was when she would show up.


  He had come to the nursing home unannounced because he didn’t know if Spencer Pike would agree to see him. And now that he sat across from the old man, Ross felt pity for him. The only animated part of Pike was his eyes, a blue that snapped smart as a flag. The rest of him was weathered, twisted like the roots of a tree forced to grow in too small a space.


  “Screw the cinnamon raisin,” Spencer Pike said.


  “I’m sorry?”


  “It’s a lousy excuse for a bagel. You ask me, not that anyone has, damn it, a bagel isn’t supposed to be sweet. It’s like a sandwich, for the love of God. Does anyone put jelly on their ham and cheese?” He leaned forward. “You work for van Vleet; you can tell him I said so.”


  “Technically I don’t work for the Redhook Group,” Ross said.


  “You in insurance?”


  “No.”


  “A lawyer?”


  “No.”


  “You own a bagel chain?”


  “Uh, no.”


  Pike shrugged. “Well, two out of three. What do you want to know?”


  “I understand that the land was originally your wife’s... that it transferred to you upon her death, because you didn’t have children.”


  “That’s wrong.”


  Ross looked up from his notepad. “That’s the information in her will.”


  “Well, it’s still wrong. Cissy and I had a baby, but it was stillborn.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  Pike smoothed his hands over the blanket on his lap. “It was a long, long time ago.”


  “The reason I’m here, Mr. Pike, is to see if you know the history of the land before you acquired it.”


  “It was in my wife’s family. Passed down from mother to daughter for several generations.”


  “Did the land ever belong to the Abenaki?”


  Pike turned slowly. “The who?”


  “The Native Americans who’ve been protesting the development of the property.”


  “I know who they are!” Pike’s face grew red as a beet, and he began to cough. A nurse came over, gave Ross a dirty look, and spoke in low tones to Spencer Pike until his breathing had steadied. “They can’t give you any proof it’s a burial ground, can they?”


  “Certain... circumstances,” Ross said carefully, “have led to the opinion that the property might be haunted.”


  “Oh, it’s haunted all right. But not by any Indians. My wife died on that property,” Pike said, the words deep and ragged.


  The stillborn; the untimely death of Cissy Pike; the possibility of a restless spirit—it was coming together for Ross. “In childbirth?”


  Pike shook his head. “She was murdered. By an Abenaki.”
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  During her lunch break Shelby took a five-minute walk from the library to the Gas & Grocery, where she usually picked up a sandwich. But these days, thanks to the New York Times article, the little general store was swamped by reporters trying to get their own story of the land dispute that, quite literally, would not settle. She took one look at Abe Huppinworth, nictitating at her from the porch as he swept the ever-present array of rose petals, and abruptly turned in the other direction.


  She found herself walking into the municipal building before she even realized where she was headed. Lottie, the town clerk, sat at her desk with a diet book. “I just don’t get it,” she said, glancing up. “They say eleven units, like I’m supposed to eat a condominium.”


  Lottie, who had weighed well over two hundred and fifty pounds the whole time Shelby had been living in Comtosook, closed the book and picked up a celery stick. “You know who invented vegetables, Shelby? The devil.” She took a bite. “I ought to know better than to start a diet when I’m already in a bad mood.”


  “Those reporters bugging you?”


  “They’re in here sniffing around for God knows what. I finally ran off photocopies of the Pike property’s deed this morning, so I wouldn’t have to be interrupted.” She shook her head. “I imagine it’s worse for you.”


  Shelby shrugged. “We unplug the phone.”


  “I wish they would go away. I wish it would all go away. Myrt Clooney told me how Wally LaFleur’s parrot started singing Edith Piaf ballads, just like that. The coffeemaker, here at the office? We can’t get it to brew anything but lemonade.” She smiled suddenly at Shelby. “You didn’t come here to listen to a fat old lady moan. What can I do for you?”


  Ten minutes later, under the pretense of finding a fact for a library patron, Shelby was sitting in the basement of the office, surrounded by boxes of town records. They were rubber-banded by year, but not in order—stacks of yellowed cards chronicling the births and deaths of Comtosook residents from 1877 to the present.


  Ross had not asked for her help. Maybe that was why she was here—since their confrontation at the hospital he’d gone out of his way to avoid her, but with a politesse that felt like a knife being twisted: a note left on the counter saying he would be back between 4 and 5 A.M.; a gallon of milk set in the refrigerator to replace the one he had finished. The conversations they were not having had slipped under the carpeting, making it impossible to walk through the house without fear of tripping. Shelby wished she were brave enough to sit her baby brother down, to say, Can’t you see I’m only doing this out of love? She was too afraid, though, that he might say the same thing in return.


  What she wanted for him was one lucky break to turn the tide and send him swimming back to her. But since she could not find the way to tell Ross that she was sorry for doubting him, she would hand him this information, in case it might be apology enough.


  The box of deaths from 1930 had survived a flood in the late fifties, and many were so faded with watermarks that Shelby could not read the names of the deceased, much less anything else about their states of affairs. The bottom of the carton was lined with an old Town Annual Report, published along with a calendar for the year 1966. “Comtosook,” she read off the cover, “derives from the Abenaki word kôdtôzik, or ‘what is hidden,’ referring no doubt to the wealth of granite found in the depths of Angel Quarry.”


  No doubt, Shelby thought.


  She dug a little deeper and came up with the stack of deaths from 1932. These weren’t as badly stained, but the rubber band was so brittle it broke off in her hand. The cards spilled across her lap, smelling faintly of sulfur and pressed flowers. Shelby began to scan through them quickly. BERTELMAN, ADA. MONROE, RAWLENE. QUINCY, OLIVE.


  Two cards were stuck together; Shelby noticed this at nearly the same time she realized that they both were labeled PIKE. The first was a death certificate for an unnamed stillborn infant, 37 weeks. Approximate time of death: 11:32 A.M. Glued onto the back of this was another death certificate, for Mrs. Spencer Pike. Time of death: 11:32 A.M.


  Shelby shivered in spite of the heat in the basement. It was not just that this woman, this Mrs. Spencer Pike, who had died when she was only eighteen, had never lived to hold her baby. It was not even that this baby had never drawn a single breath. It had to do with the fixative that had cemented these cards together for so many years. Shelby was no expert, but it could only be blood.
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  Ruby Weber did not like to admit it, but she was getting old. She told everyone she was seventy-seven, although she was really eighty-three. Her hips moved like rusty hinges, her eyes clouded up when she least expected. Worst of all, she fell asleep in the middle of sentences sometimes, nodding off like, well, an old lady. One of these days she would just fall asleep, she supposed, and forget to wake up.


  Not until Lucy was taken care of, though. Ruby knew that the medicine was helping her great-granddaughter, but at a cost—Lucy’s nightmares had slinked down the hall to take up residence in Ruby’s own bedroom. Now, no matter where or when Ruby dozed, she found herself reliving the phone call that had ruined her life.


  It had come on a rainy Monday, eight years ago. She’d picked up the receiver, thinking it was the pharmacy saying her arthritis medicine was in; or maybe her daughter Luxe ringing from the market to let her know she’d be a few minutes late. But the voice on the other end belonged to a ghost.


  She was still sitting with the phone in her hand, shaking, when Luxe came in with the groceries. “You wouldn’t believe how long it took me to get through the checkout,” Luxe said. “You’d think people were stocking up for bomb shelters.” Then she looked more carefully at Ruby’s face. “Ma? What’s the matter?”


  Ruby had reached out her hand, touched Luxe’s skin, smooth and warm as a stone. How did you go about telling someone you were not who they thought you were?


  Now, Ruby felt hands on her shoulders, shaking her gently. “Granny. Granny.”


  Ruby could not answer, her mind was still full of Luxe, who had fallen down clutching her chest when Ruby told her who had called; who Luxe really was; who Ruby wasn’t. She could still see Luxe’s face, waxen and still, through the ER doorway as the doctor came out to say that the cardiac arrest had been fatal. How stupid Ruby had been. She’d held Luxe’s heart in safekeeping all those years; to give it back, in retrospect, seemed foolish and irresponsible.


  On the day her mother died, Meredith had been a graduate student in Boston. She arrived wild at the hospital, demanding a miracle. Ruby had nearly expected her to get one, for all her fury. Imagine: Luxe throwing back the sheet that covered her on the examination table, sitting up. Wonders like that, they had happened before. Ruby had seen it herself.


  Ruby had never told Meredith what she’d told Luxe in the moments before her heart gave out. Now, though... with Lucy suffering... well, Meredith might understand the way love for a child could make a woman go crazy. “Merry,” Ruby said suddenly, wanting to tell her all of it. “Do you remember when your mother died?”


  “Oh, Granny,” Meredith sighed. “Is that what you were dreaming about?”


  Her cool hand on Ruby’s cheek: that was all it took for Ruby to understand she could not make the same mistake twice. She decided to put a tourniquet on the past for once and for all, until it just desiccated and disappeared. This was her life, now. Spencer Pike had never called again, and as far as she was concerned, he could go to hell.
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  The dog made him nervous. It lay about four feet away from Ross’s boot, a big puddle of skin completely relaxed except for its dark eyes, which had pinned Ross the moment he entered the detective’s office and hadn’t blinked since. “Mr. Wakeman,” said Detective Rochert. “Put yourself in my shoes for a minute. Some guy, a paranormal investigator, comes in off the street and tells me to reexamine a seventy-year-old unsolved murder. Who am I supposed to get statements from—a ghost? And even if I do get a perp, chances are he’s either dead or in his nineties. No prosecutor in Vermont is going to touch that case.”


  Ross glanced at the dog, which bared its teeth. The detective snapped his fingers and the hound flopped onto the floor, boneless. “I would think that, given the property dispute, you might find the case more timely than you think. All I’m saying is that there’s a big difference between a woman dying in childbirth, and a woman being murdered. Maybe Spencer Pike is senile; maybe the town death records in 1932 were less than accurate. But then again, maybe that’s the missing piece that explains why the Abenaki feel they have a claim to the land.”


  Eli leaned forward, his dark eyes suddenly hard as flint. “You came to me specifically because you know I’m half-Abenaki, didn’t you? You think I’m going to reopen this file just because I owe it to them.”


  Ross shook his head, surprised at this outburst. “I came to you because you’re the only detective on duty,” he said.


  That shut Rochert up, but only briefly. “Mr. Wakeman, I think you and I operate a little differently. Your work is all about hunches; mine is rooted in hard evidence.”


  Ross had learned long ago not to try to convert the skeptics. The fact was, there were plenty of people who believed in ghosts, and once you’d had a paranormal experience, you joined the ranks. The cynics were necessary; they limited the number of frauds. Ross wouldn’t try to convince Eli Rochert that spirits existed, but he wouldn’t stand here and let the man slander his investigation, either. “Actually, my work is closer to yours than you’d think. Isn’t crime-scene linkage based on the idea that people always leave a part of themselves behind?”


  “Forensics can dust for fingerprints. They can’t dust for...” His voice trailed off, and Ross watched Rochert frown, deep in thought. After a moment, he spoke again. “Even if this murder is solved seventy years after the fact, it’s not going to change anything. Pike’s wife is still dead. He still legally owns the land. And he still has the right to sell it.”


  “That depends,” Ross said.


  “On?”


  “Who actually committed a murder that night.”
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  It was not surprising to Eli that the Comtosook Police Department had kept the file on an unsolved homicide investigation from so long ago. This stemmed not from any particular diligence in keeping track of loose ends, but rather from absolute incompetence in record keeping. Frankly, no one had ever thought to clean out the archive closet. He brushed a cobweb out of his hair and pulled the bulky carton out of the haphazard stack.


  Chief Follensbee wouldn’t care what Eli did in his downtime. As he walked upstairs to his desk, he told himself that the reason he was doing this had nothing to do with what he’d experienced a few nights ago at the Pike property. Nor was it related to the nagging doubt that the woman in his recurring dreams kept coming back for a reason. He was reviewing this case because it had never been solved, and crime-scene techniques available today might be able to answer questions that had been asked and left unanswered in 1932.


  Watson looked up when Eli came into the office, then decided he wasn’t quite worth the trouble of getting to his feet. He watched with disinterest as Eli emptied the contents of the crate onto his cleared desk. A manila folder, a stack of crime-scene photographs, a paper lunch sack, a cigar box, and a noose.


  Eli pulled a pair of rubber gloves out of his desk and picked up the rope. Nothing special about it; it looked like any industrial cable of twine you might find in the area even now. Whoever had investigated the case back then had been smart enough to leave the knot tied; after all these years it was still intact.


  He picked up some of the crime-scene photos. One showed the young woman, lying down with the noose around her neck. Her chest and neck were scratched raw, not from the rope, but from the long rakes of fingernails—she’d tried to get free. Another was the porch of what seemed to be a shed. Eli squinted closer; there was a beam in the roof. Based on the puddle of what he assumed to be bodily fluids on the floorboards, that must have been where the body was hanged. A shot of the victim’s bare legs, badly bruised.


  In the brown paper sack was a stained nightgown and a pair of women’s shoes. A small leather pouch, strung on a snapped rawhide lace, and a poplar pipe with a serpentine bowl rested in the cigar box. Eli picked the pipe up in his hands and turned it over. His grandfather had carved one like this. He sniffed, smelling the sweet tobacco he associated with his childhood.


  Setting it aside, Eli opened the police investigation report.


  CASE NUMBER: 32-01


  INVESTIGATING OFFICER: Detective F. Olivette


  VICTIM’S NAME: Cecelia Pike (aka Mrs. Spencer Pike)


  DATE OF BIRTH: 11-09-13


  AGE: 18


  ADDRESS: Otter Creek Pass, Comtosook, VT


  TIME/DATE OF INCIDENT: 12AM–9AM, September 19, 1932


  LOCATION OF INCIDENT: Pike Property, Otter Creek Pass, Comtosook, VT


  INCIDENT:


  On September 19th, 1932, at 09:28 hrs Professor Spencer Pike (DOB 05-13-06) called the Comtosook Police Department and reported the murder of his wife, Cecelia “Cissy” Pike. Professor Pike reported that his wife’s death had occurred at their residence sometime between 12 AM–9 AM. Detective Duley Wiggs and I responded to the Pike property to investigate the incident.


  Upon arrival at the residence we were met by Professor Pike. He was noticeably distraught. He directed us to the icehouse where his wife’s body was found. The victim was lying on her back in front of the ice shed. I checked the victim for a pulse and found none. The body was cold to the touch. I then called for the coroner.


  The victim was wearing a flowered dress and boots. A rope noose was around the victim’s neck. The victim’s chest and neck were scored with deep, bloody scratches. Numerous bruises were visible on the victim’s lower legs. The roof to the porch was constructed using large support beams. Initial inspection suggests that the victim had been hanged from one of these beams. Photographs were taken of the body and the scene.


  The area was examined for evidence. A leather pouch, strung on a length of rawhide, was found on the porch to the left rear of the body. Upon inspection it was noted that the rawhide thong was snapped. The pouch was found to contain some type of herbal matter. Underneath the porch a poplar-serpentine pipe was located. It was noted that no means by which the victim might have reached the beam herself was found at the scene.


  Professor Pike reported that he married Cecelia in 1931. He confirmed his occupation as an instructor of anthropology at the University of Vermont. He stated that Mrs. Pike was nine months pregnant and had gone into labor on the evening of September 18th. According to Professor Pike, his wife was assisted by their house girl, and gave birth to a stillborn female infant at 11 PM. He stated that Mrs. Pike was both depressed and exhausted after giving birth. According to Professor Pike, his wife went to bed near midnight. Reportedly, this was the last time that Mrs. Pike was seen alive.


  Professor Pike reported that after his wife retired for the evening he went to his study and had a few drinks. He estimated that he consumed six scotch on the rocks. He reported that he fell asleep in his chair in the study and did not awaken until approximately 9 AM. Reportedly at that time Professor Pike went to check on his wife and found her bedroom empty, and the window broken. Professor Pike stated that he then canvassed the property for his wife, before locating her hanging from the beam on the porch of the ice shed. Professor Pike reported that he used a knife to cut his wife down from the beam.


  The recovered pipe and pouch were shown to Professor Pike. He recognized them as the property of an Abenaki man named Gray Wolf. He stated that he had to forcibly evict Gray Wolf from his property on September 18th at noon. Professor Pike stated that he had seen Gray Wolf in the company of his wife, harassing her. Professor Pike reported that he knew the man to be an itinerant who was recently released from prison after serving time for a murder conviction in Burlington. Professor Pike stated that he confronted Gray Wolf and insisted that he leave their property. Reportedly, Gray Wolf had to be thrown off the premises.


  Professor Pike also could not account for the whereabouts of his house girl, who was not present when he woke up at 9 AM. Her possessions, however, were still in the house. Her room showed no signs of struggle. Professor Pike reported that the house girl, fourteen, could not have physically been strong enough to harm his wife. He reported that her weak constitution may have caused her to run off upon finding his wife hanging, and that he was not surprised.


  The coroner, Dr. J. E. DuBois, arrived at 10 AM and inspected the victim’s body. His initial findings suggest death by asphyxiation, consistent with hanging.


  Eli leafed through several other pages. Descriptions of the house, of various items in Cissy Pike’s bedroom. Signs of forced entry and struggle. The coroner’s report. A set of inked prints, taken postmortem from the victim. An interview with Pike, and another with Gray Wolf, who had voluntarily come to the station for questioning. A statement by the men who served as Gray Wolf’s alibi for the night. A warrant for the arrest of Gray Wolf, secured from a judge a day later, which had never been carried out because Gray Wolf had simply disappeared.


  Eli glanced at the rope, at the nightgown, at the pipe. At the very least, he could send these out for DNA analysis, to see if Gray Wolf had left any record of his actions behind.


  Eli absently stroked Watson’s head. It was possible that Gray Wolf had left town because he knew he was going to be convicted, again, of murder. But it was also possible that Gray Wolf had never been found because he’d been on the Otter Creek Pass property the whole time, six feet under—courtesy of Spencer Pike.


  Which would mean, ironically, that it was an Indian burial ground.
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  As Ross watched heat lightning connect the stars like a dot-to-dot puzzle, he thought about the first time he’d died. He really could not remember much of it, except for that instant he’d looked up at the broken sky, seen his opportunity, and had spread his arms wide in welcome. If pressed, he could recall the burning smell that was his hair; the stiffness of his limbs as the current coursed through him. He would have liked to be able to tell of crossing to the other side, of that bright white light, but if these things had happened he knew nothing of it.


  The sky ripped again, a jagged tear that stayed visible for moments after the strike of lightning was gone. This time, it was followed by the tumble of thunder. On his forehead, Ross felt the first drop.


  There were certain universal rules to outdoor paranormal investigation, based on temperature and weather conditions. You didn’t want to find yourself taking spectral photos of what turned out to be the frost of your own breath; for the same reason, rain and falling snow were to be avoided at all costs. Ross had blatantly ignored these rules from time to time because electrical storms provided so much atmospheric energy that spirits could materialize much more easily than normal. The Warburtons had once been called down by the State of Connecticut after a lightning storm, because a municipal truck had struck a woman running across a highway. Although there had been six eyewitnesses to the accident, and a large dent remained in the fender of the truck, the lady who’d been hit had simply vanished. It was the energy in the air, Curtis had reasoned, that made this spirit so solid she could literally leave her mark.


  Ross had been set up in his little clearing since suppertime, hoping that his discussions with Spencer Pike and Eli Rochert might help him conjure whatever was haunting this land, but the rain was going to thwart his plans. He whipped off his jacket and wrapped it around the video camera for protection. A wide line of lightning swaggered out of the sky and touched down just a few feet away, making the wet ground hiss.


  The last thing he wanted to do was leave; it was only eight o’clock and it had been hard enough sneaking onto the land. He’d had to go through the woods, since media vans were parked along the front edge of the property. Reporters had multiplied like roaches since the New York Times had broken the story about the Comtosook acreage, and avoiding them was becoming more and more challenging for Ross. Packing up for the night meant hauling his equipment back the way he had come, this time in the middle of a deluge.


  Ross strapped his camera bag over his shoulder and tucked his flashlight into the pocket of his cargo shorts, then ducked his head and began to walk into the woods. The frozen ground, now wet, slipped beneath his feet. When he crashed into a person hurrying just as hard into the woods as he was hurrying out of it, Ross swore under his breath. He didn’t have to give up his cover. He’d say he was a reporter too; who would know, with his camera?


  He raised his face, an excuse on his lips, and found himself staring at Lia.
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  What Eli had noticed, lately, was that certain dog food smelled like meat. Even though it wasn’t—he knew, because he’d read the ingredients on the can—they processed it in such a way that all you had to do was stick your face close like a feed horse and you conjured up images of chops and steaks, roasts and flame-broiled burgers. Watson looked happy enough, eating so greedily his ears kept falling into the bowl. Maybe Eli could call up Blue Seal and find out what kind of gravy they used. Maybe he could pour it over his damn tofu.


  The phone rang, and he reached for the receiver. “Eli,” said a female voice. “What are you doing home on a Saturday night?”


  He smiled. “What are you doing at work, Frankie?”


  Frankie Martine was a DNA researcher, and an old friend. He’d met her at a Twin States Forensics Conference, where she’d beat him playing Quarters. She lived in Maine, now, and although Eli had said numerous times he was going to visit her, he hadn’t actually done it until two days ago, when he’d personally brought her the evidence from the Pike murder. It was his only option, really—his own boss would never condone spending taxpayer money on DNA tests that were going to go nowhere, and Frankie had agreed to do it as a personal favor.


  “The reason I’m at work is because my so-called friends keep me chained to my lab,” she said. “How quickly we forget.”


  Eli sat down. “Got anything good for me?”


  “Depends on your definition. I managed to get DNA off the saliva that was on the pipe. I also lifted DNA off the rope, from skin cells. It seemed to be a mixture of two distinct profiles. The first, taken from the loop, belonged to a female—your victim, I’m assuming. The second came from the end of the rope and belonged to a male.”


  “Bingo.”


  “Not quite,” Frankie corrected. “The DNA belonged to a guy other than the one whose saliva is on that pipe.”


  Eli’s mind spun: assuming the pipe belonged to Gray Wolf, and if Gray Wolf had hanged Cissy Pike, shouldn’t his DNA be on the rope? If it wasn’t, was that enough to vindicate him? And if it wasn’t his DNA on the rope with the victim’s... whose was it? The investigating cop’s? Spencer Pike’s?


  “Eli, Eli.” Frankie’s voice sliced through his reverie. “I can hear the gears going.”


  “Sorry.” He shook his head to clear it. “What about the medicine pouch?”


  “The what?”


  “The little leather thingy.”


  “Oh, that,” Frankie said. “I keep getting the wrong results. Something is getting screwed up in the testing, I think.”


  “How do you know they’re the wrong results, if you don’t have any answers yet?”


  “They’re just weird, that’s all.”


  Eli frowned. “Weird like: it’s alien DNA... or weird like: you can’t get results because it’s so goddamned old?”


  “Weird like: leave me alone so I can give you a report.”


  “When?” Eli demanded.


  “Two minutes later than it would have been if you’d let me get off the phone.”


  “Thanks, Frankie.”


  “Don’t thank me,” she said. “By the time I’m done, you may not want to.”
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  Ethan poked his head into the bathroom, where his mother was taking a bubble bath. “Come on in,” she said, and he crept inside, studiously keeping his eyes on the tile floor. She was covered with bubbles from neck to toe, but still. This was his mother... and that word, along with naked, felt weird jammed together.


  “Eth,” she said, laughing, “I’m perfectly decent.”


  He risked a glance: she was. Her face was the only body part rising above the froth of foam. “I couldn’t get this open,” Ethan said, thrusting a jar of peanut butter toward her.


  “Ah.” His mother took it, twisted, handed it back. The sides of the jar were soapy now. “What are you up to?”


  “Making ants-on-a-log. For during the movie.” They’d rented something lame and Disneyfied; Ethan was hoping he could convince his mother to watch Die Hard II instead, which was on one of the cable stations. He glanced up at the window, streaked with rain. “It bites that we can’t go outside.”


  “Ethan.”


  “Well, it still bites, even if I’m not supposed to say that.”


  When the doorbell rang, they both jumped. It wasn’t just that someone shouldn’t be dropping by at nine-thirty on a Saturday night. It was that nobody dropped by, ever. Ethan watched his mother’s face go as white as the bubbles surrounding her. “Something happened to Ross,” she whispered, and she lurched upright in the tub.


  Ethan turned away before he had to see, well, her. She shrugged into her robe and wrapped a blue towel around her hair, then hurried down the stairs.


  He could have followed her. The celery and raisins were on the counter, waiting. But instead Ethan found his mind frozen on the one piece of his mother he had glimpsed before he turned away—a foot rising from the suds.


  He had no idea why, but seeing that... it reminded him of the night he’d gone ghost hunting with his uncle.
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  In his wildest imaginings, Eli could not have ever pictured himself collaborating with a paranormal investigator. In his opinion, evidence was something that could be held in your hand, not in your head. But Frankie’s call tonight had changed everything. The alleged murderer’s DNA had not been on the rope—yet someone else’s DNA had been. Neither of these circumstances alone was damning or absolving... but taken in context, they might be. Eli needed to speak to someone who could fill in some of the historical blanks. That someone was Ross Wakeman.


  He stood on the porch, the rain pounding the metal roof overhead, and rang the doorbell a second time. Wakeman had left his phone number and address behind, “just in case,” he had told Eli, “you change your mind about reopening that case.” Eli’s keen eye had already noticed the skateboard propped up against the wall, and the pair of yellow garden clogs next to them. It surprised Eli; he had good instincts, and Ross Wakeman hadn’t struck him as a family man. He knew that someone was home; the car was in the driveway and across a lighted window upstairs, Eli had seen a moving silhouette. He rapped hard on the door. “Hello?”


  There was the systematic click of locks being undone. A flash of blue crossed the sidelight window; a terry-cloth sleeve. The door swung open, and an apprehensive voice addressed him. “Can I help you?”


  But Eli could not respond. He could not do anything but stare, speechless, at the woman who’d been in his dreams.


  [image: images]


  Ethan dipped his hand into the bubbles and blew them gently. He had smelled something like this when the lights had gone out in the haunted house. He got up from where he was sitting and turned out the light, pitching the bathroom into darkness. Now, with the scent of flowers all around, and the humidity pressing in, it was just like it had been that night.


  His uncle had asked him if he’d seen anything, and Ethan had said no, he was hiding. But he’d peeked out once, and there had been something. A movement in the dark. At first he had thought it was his uncle again, coming back, but that had not been the case. Ethan had found himself straining to see the profile in front of him, thin as fishing line. A face, or maybe not a face, he couldn’t quite hold onto it then or now.


  There was only one thing Ethan was certain of, one point that stuck like a knife thrown to its mark: that flower smell had been there, and then it had gone. Whatever it had been had followed Uncle Ross outside, instead of the other way around.
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  A streak of lightning broke the spell. “You came back,” Ross said, not noticing that Lia’s eyes were red and raw, that she was shaking her head. She had returned to him, and for this small miracle alone, he would do what it took to keep her there. He was certain, in that moment, that he could face down a hundred reporters. He could take on her husband. He could stop the thunder, if necessary.


  “I came to say good-bye,” Lia answered.


  Ross fielded the words like a blow. He could not explain to himself why he felt the way he did around this woman; why his skin hummed in her presence and the tips of his fingers went cold. He’d believed, on some level, that Lia had felt this too. For years, he had been looking for the answer to Aimee’s death; only recently had he learned that he’d been asking the wrong question.


  Before you could grab onto something else, you had to let go.


  “No.” The rain matted Ross’s hair and ran down his face. He did not know how to make Lia understand that a parting was a joint decision, that a person could not leave you, if you were not willing to release them. So instead, he reached for her.


  Ross held her face between his hands and kissed her. He tasted doubt on her tongue and pain on the roof of her mouth. He swallowed these, and drank again. Consumed, she had no choice but to see how empty he was inside, and how, sip by sip, she filled him.


  The storm whipped stronger, sparks arcing blue and thunder drumming beneath their feet. Lia broke away from him, her eyes wide and wet. “Wait,” Ross said, but she turned and started to run through the woods.


  He followed her like a hunter, eyes marking the flashes of white from her collar. She raced across the slick, snowy clearing where Ross had done most of his research, darting between mounds of dirt that had sprung up from nowhere once again. She disappeared between a fissure of trees.


  Ross had not been on this part of the property before, at least not that he could remember. His lungs were too tight, every breath a pinch, but he did not stop running. Lia had turned onto a narrow path, one overgrown with young pines and frozen scrub brush. Thorns caught at Ross’s shoelaces and scraped up his calves, and then suddenly, miraculously, gave way. Beneath his feet the ground had thawed, a small patch covered with dozens of trampled white roses.


  Lia glanced down at them too, but she didn’t stop. And Ross, who had not taken his eyes off her, watched her legs pass directly through two stone markers, the same ones he smacked into a moment later with his boot, sending him sprawled face-first into the mud.


  Winded and dazed, he struggled to his knees. It took another flash of lightning for him to be able to make out the names on the gravestones. LILY PIKE, SEPTEMBER 19, 1932. And on the larger one: CECILIA BEAUMONT PIKE, NOVEMBER 9, 1913–SEPTEMBER 19, 1932.


  Ross glanced up to find Lia staring at the graves, too. Slowly, she reached out to touch the smaller stone, and her hand moved right through it. She looked at Ross, stunned.


  Cissy Pike. Cecilia. Lia.


  Ross had been told of ghosts who did not know they were ghosts. He’d met paranormal investigators who had been bitten, hit, slapped, and shoved by spirits. He had always assumed that the first ghost he saw would be transparent, a storybook specter, but when there was enough energy to warrant it, ghosts could seem as solid as anyone.


  Ross, an insomniac, had slept like a baby after seeing Lia. He’d shivered in her presence. It had been physical attraction, in the most elemental sense: what he’d felt was a spirit, stealing his heat.


  “Ross,” Lia said, and he heard the word in his mind, unspoken. “Ross?” Over the gravestone, her gravestone, she extended her hand.


  Even as he reached for her, he knew this would only bring him pain. Lia’s fingers sent chills up his arm. Her features grew transparent. Ross wiped the rain from his eyes and forced himself to watch, so that this time he would know the very moment he’d been left behind.


  PART TWO


  1932


  There are two ways to be fooled. One is to believe what isn’t true; the other is to refuse to believe what is true.


  —SØREN KIERKEGAARD


  FIVE


  July 4, 1932


  Running water purifies itself. The stream of germ-plasm does not seem to.


  —H. F. Perkins,

  Lessons from a Eugenical Survey of Vermont: First Annual Report, 1927


  The day after I try to kill myself, Spencer says we are going to a celebration in Burlington. He tells me this even as he is wrapping my wrist again, where I cut myself so deep that, for a moment, I could tell exactly where I hurt. “There are going to be fortune-tellers, Cissy,” he says. “Fire-eaters, and historical pageants. All sorts of trinkets for sale.” He ties off the bandage, and then gets to the point of why we’re going to town for the Fourth of July festival. “Your father,” Spencer says, “is meeting us there.”


  Although it is so hot outside that the dandelions and black-eyed Susans have gone weak-kneed, he helps me into a long-sleeved white blouse, because this way the bandages won’t show. “No one needs to know this happened,” he says quietly, and I stare at the pink part in his hair until the shine of it makes me turn my face away. “You were sleepwalking, that’s all. You didn’t know what you were doing.”


  For Spencer, the face you show to the world is more important than what’s underneath. The end justifies the means. That is what Charles Darwin is all about, after all, and in my opinion Spencer would pray to Mr. Darwin if he didn’t think it would make the biddies at the Congregational Church regard him as some kind of heathen. Spencer’s long fingers curve around my jaw. “Come on, Cissy,” he coaxes. “Don’t disappoint me.”


  I would not dream of it. I smooth my face into a smile. “All right,” I answer.


  What I want to say is: Don’t call me Cissy. That’s the name of a coward, a self-fulfilling prophecy, and look at where it’s gotten me. What I want to say is: My mother named me Cecelia, which is beautiful, a river of syllables. Once, with my head spinning from blackberry wine I’d sipped at a faculty dinner, I told my husband I wanted to be called Lia. “Leah?” he said, mistaking me, shaking his head. “But that’s the one Jacob didn’t want.”


  He helps me stand, because my pregnancy is a condition that Spencer can accept. It’s the other affliction we do not speak of. Spencer’s work, dovetailing as it does with mental hygiene, keeps us from admitting that I have anything in common with those holed up in the state hospital at Waterbury.


  I cannot explain to someone like Spencer what it is like to look in a mirror and not recognize the face inside it. How there are some days I wake up and it takes everything inside me to put on a mask and walk through my life like someone else. I have sat beside him, digging my nails into the skin of my palm, because if I bleed, then I must be real.


  I think of what it would be like to push off on a raft in a vast ocean, fall asleep under a full sun: sweat, burn, never wake up. Believe it or not, there’s a relief to that vision that feels like a cold sheet settling. If I’m going to die, I’d rather choose the where or when.


  After so many years of being dismissed, it is easy to believe the world would be better off without me in it. Spencer says it’s because of my condition, chemicals in my body and brain blown out of proportion, but I know better. I have never fit into this town, this marriage, this skin. I am the child who was picked last to play tag; I am the girl who laughed although she did not get the joke; I am the piecemeal part of you that you pretend does not exist, except it is all I am, all of the time.


  And yet. There is a baby in me who never asked for any of this. And if taking my own life means taking his as well, then I will have twice killed someone I should have had the chance to love.


  Spencer is wise; he uses this truth as a bargaining chip. He teases me and flirts, so that by the time we have left the house and started for town, I find myself looking forward to this celebration. I can smell the sear of fireworks on the air; I can hear the lazy pomp of a parade. My baby rolls like the silver fish in Lake Champlain, and without thinking about it I settle my hand on my stomach. Spencer sees, and covers my fingers with his own, smiling. All the way down Otter Creek Pass I think about this fortune-teller; if she’ll find my mother’s face in her crystal ball, or just the abyss I see when I try to do her job.
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  Q.What is the most precious thing in the world?


  A.The human germ plasm.


  Q.How may one’s germ plasm become immortal?


  A.Only by perpetuation by children.


  Q.What is a person’s eugenical duty to civilization?


  A.To see that his own good qualities are passed on to future generations provided they exceed his bad qualities. If he has, on the whole, an excess of dysgenic qualities, they should be eliminated by letting the germ plasm die out with the individual.


  —American Eugenics Society,

  A Eugenics Catechism, 1926


  The heat makes the streets ripe as fruit, pavement bruising beneath my shoes. Men in summer suits and women in smart linen dresses hold hands. There are hawkers selling lemon ices, and red-white-and-blue pinwheels. Everyone’s smiles seem too wide.


  “I heard there was a boxing exhibition this morning,” Spencer says. “A soldier from the fort got trounced by an Irishman from New York City.” He steers me toward the edge of a large crowd of people, and cranes his neck to look over everyone’s heads toward the Hill, where my father lives now that Spencer and I have moved into the house where I grew up. “It’s not like Harry to be late,” Spencer murmurs. “Do you see him?”


  But Spencer is nearly a head taller than I am, and he wears glasses. I try to see what he sees, but instead I notice the barefoot boy kneeling beside a puddle of manure to pick out a handful of pennies that have fallen from someone’s purse. He is part of a world I do not know—people who live in the North End tenements, two hundred yards away and a world apart.


  “Darling,” my father says from behind us. He kisses my cheek. “Sorry, Spencer,” he says, shaking hands. “I took in the boxing match. Amazing, really. If you look at the physiology of some of the immigrant stock...”


  Science is a foreign language to me, but one with which I was raised. My father, Harry Beaumont, is a professor of biology at the University of Vermont. Spencer, a professor of anthropology, shares many of his convictions about Mendelian genetics. They are disciples of another professor, Henry Perkins, who more or less introduced Vermont to eugenics—the science of human betterment through genetic improvement. Professor Perkins once headed the Eugenics Survey of Vermont—a privately funded study of Vermont families. He now volunteers under the vast umbrella of the Vermont Commission on Country Life, just like my father and Spencer. Over the years their Committee on the Human Factor has worked on a Key Family Study, tracing degenerate Vermont families to see whether a town’s social and economic success is related to the type of people who settle it. Their pedigree charts are available to social workers and probation officers to help with case work. Between that and the new sterilization law, Vermont is joining other states that are already models for the country.


  It’s a progressive reform movement, a thrilling one. Spencer always says it isn’t about taking Vermont forward, but back—to the pastoral landscape everyone imagines when they say the word Vermont: a town green, a white church, a hillside stippled with fall color. My father and Spencer were among the first to realize that this picture dims when strong Yankee stock is replaced by weaker strains. Their Key Family Study sent field workers out to selected towns, to see if social and economic status had any correlation to the quality of their founding families. It was no surprise that the towns in decline were full of families whose members kept cropping up at the state mental hospitals and reform schools and jails. Recessive genes like feeblemindedness and criminal tendencies, of course, get passed on to offspring—it is all there in the pedigree charts my father used to unroll across our dining room table. By targeting these populations and intervening before they propagate, Vermont could recapture its picturesque image.


  “The Ideal Vermont Family,” that’s what Spencer always says his field workers are looking for. “People like us.”


  Since my marriage, I have tried to do my part. I’ve served on the board of the Children’s Aid Society, I’m a member of the Daughters of the American Revolution, and I’m the secretary of the Ladies’ Auxiliary at church. But these women, with their bobs and their shoulder pads and seamed stockings, speak the same words; they make the same suggestions; sometimes their features even blend together. And I am not one of them.


  I sometimes wonder what might have happened, had I not married Spencer but rather gone off to college and joined the eugenics survey as a field worker, like Frances Conklin and Harriet Abbott. Would I have been happier? These women, they were part of a movement that would sweep Vermont into the future. They made a difference.


  Spencer says that some women are meant to change the world, while others are meant to hold it together. And then there are those of us who simply don’t want to be in it, because we know no matter how much we struggle, we can’t comfortably fit.


  My father slides an arm around my shoulders. “How’s my grandson?” he asks, as if this baby’s sex is something we might know.


  “Strong as an ox,” Spencer says. “Kicks Cissy all day long.”


  Everyone beams. No one mentions my mother, although her name hovers at the edges of our conversation. Had I been strong as an ox, before I was born? Had that been the problem?


  Sweat runs between my breasts and down the line of my spine. Under my hat, my scalp itches. In the distance I hear the low-throated hum of barges on the lake, quivering to leave. “Ma’am,” says a voice to my left. “Are you all right?”


  It is a young man wearing a suit, a red-tipped carnation threaded through the lapel. His hair, neatly combed to the side, is the color of molasses. His hand rests on my elbow.


  “You look a little peaked.” He smiles. “Lovelier than anything I’ve seen here today, but fading fast.”


  Before I can answer Spencer cuts between us. “Did you have something to say to my wife?”


  The man shrugs. “I’ve got something to say to the whole crowd.” As he steps up onto a small platform, he winks at me.


  “Maybe next year you can fight the Irishman at the boxing exhibition,” my father says to Spencer.


  “I will if he keeps carrying on with Cissy.” Then Spencer’s voice is drowned out by the commanding baritone of the very man he is discussing.


  “Ladies and gentleman,” the orator announces, “The Legend of Champlain!”


  The crowd gathers to watch the historical pageant. Musicians play Indian chords as four braves stalk about, the menacing Iroquois. They are half-dressed, in the manner of savages, with broad marks across their faces and chests. When Champlain and his Algonquin warriors arrive, a single shot from his rifle kills all of the enemies in one fell swoop. “A dark era of savage power,” intones the orator, “ended in that steadfast hour. As mighty Champlain crossed the water... and from great chaos, brought great order.”


  There is a round of applause as the actors take their bows and everyone begins to disperse. “What shall we do next?” Spencer asks. “There’s an exhibition baseball game, and a motorboat race. Or the Exposition, maybe?”


  Through the weaving limbs of people I can see across to the other side of the stage, where a man is looking at me. He is as dark-skinned as the Indians hired to play in the pageant, and his eyes are so black they could only be a trap. He does not smile, or politely pretend that he is not staring. I can’t seem to turn away, not even after Spencer touches my shoulder. I cannot tell what holds me more fascinated: the sense that this man might hurt me, or that he might not.


  “Cissy?”


  “The Exposition,” I say, and hope this is an appropriate response.


  When I turn back toward the opposite side of the stage, he is gone.
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  Freedom and Unity.


  —The Vermont State Motto


  An old lot on Shelburne Street has been converted into an exhibition arena. As we sit on the grandstand and watch Bertie Briggs’s Fabulous Dancing Cats, I fan myself with the program. I lift my hair off my damp neck and try to tuck it up under my hat. The circles of perspiration beneath my arms embarrass me.


  Spencer must be feeling the heat, too. In his seersucker suit, though, he looks as cool and calm as ever. He and my father watch some of the Gypsies who have come to sell their wares—baskets and miniature snowshoes, herbal tonics. They camp along the banks of the river and lake for the summer, and many of them spend the winter in Canada. They are not real Rom, of course, only Indians—but are called Gypsies because they move around, have dark skin, and breed enormous families that routinely populate the prisons and institutions. “The Ishmaelites, resurrected,” Spencer murmurs.


  These Gypsies are the people Professor Perkins studied in his survey—along with a clan plagued by insanity and a depraved brood that lived in floating shanties, nicknamed the Pirates. The difference between these families, and, say, ours, is purely genetic. A transient father breeds a transient son. A promiscuous mother passes that trait along to her daughter.


  “Three more operations were done at Brandon,” my father says. “And two at the prison.”


  Spencer smiles. “That’s wonderful.”


  “It’s certainly what we hoped for. I imagine all the patients will want to volunteer, once they understand that a simple treatment will let them live as they please.”


  One of Bertie Briggs’s tabby cats begins to walk a high wire. Her paws tremble on the line, at least I think they are trembling—my vision seems to be going in and out. I look into my lap, taking deep breaths, trying to keep from passing out.


  The small hand that darts into my lap from the side of the grandstand might be dirty, or only dark. It leaves behind a wrinkled slip of paper, printed with a moon and stars. FREE READING—MME. SOLIAT. By the time I look up, the little boy who has left this behind has disappeared into the crowd.


  “I’m just going to find the ladies’ room,” I say, standing up.


  “I’ll come,” Spencer announces.


  “I’m perfectly capable of going by myself.” In the end, he lets me go alone, but only after he’s helped me navigate the grandstand stairs, and has waved me off in the right direction.


  When I know he isn’t watching any longer, I turn the opposite way. I sneak a cigarette from my purse—Spencer doesn’t think women ought to smoke—and duck into Madame Soliat’s tent. It is small and black, with yellow fabric stars sewn on the curtains. The fortune-teller wears a silver turban and three silver earrings in each ear. A wolf-dog pants beside her table, his tongue pink as a wound. “So sit,” she says, as if she has been kept waiting.


  She has no tea leaves or crystal ball. She doesn’t reach for my palm. “Don’t be afraid,” she says finally, her voice as deep as a man’s, when I am just about ready to get up and leave.


  “I’m not.” I grind out my cigarette and lift my chin a little, to show her how brave I can be.


  She shakes her head, and lowers her gaze to the baby inside me. “About that.”


  My mother died in childbirth. I am expecting to do the same. I will not know my baby, then... but there is every chance I will get to know my mother.


  “You will,” the fortune-teller replies, as if I’ve spoken aloud. “What you don’t know is about to come clear. But that will muddy other waters.”


  She is speaking in riddles, that’s what Spencer would say. Of course, Spencer would never do anything as unscientific as visiting a psychic. She tells me other things that might apply to anybody: that I am to come into a sum of money; that a stranger is going to visit. Finally, I reach into my purse for a dollar bill, only to feel her fingers lock on my wrist. I try to pull away, but she’s grabbing hard enough for me to feel the beat of my pulse. “You have death on your hands,” she says, and then she lets me go.


  Startled, I stumble to my feet and into the hot sun. Oh, she is right; I do, I have from the moment I was born and killed my mother in the process.


  I take turns without thinking twice; I push through faces without features. When I find myself in a crowd of young men, university students, funneling toward the entrance of a crystal palace, I try to turn against the tide. But their eagerness sweeps me forward and soon I am inside this hall of mirrors.


  Spencer has told me of the movable maze that cost $20,000 to build. From behind high partitions come the shrieks of college students, taking wrong turns. The air is as thick as custard. I cannot seem to escape myself; everywhere I turn around, there I am.


  Heat presses in at the back of my neck. I lean into one mirror, tracing a hand over the swell of my stomach where this baby nests. I touch my cheek, my jaw. Do I look this frightened to the rest of the world?


  Trailing my hand over the panes of glass, I follow my reflection from panel to panel to panel... and then my face turns into something else entirely. Black eyes, blacker hair, a mouth that has forgotten how to smile. We stand inches apart, close enough to touch. Me, and the man who was watching me during the pageant. Neither of us seems to be breathing.


  Oh, this heat. It is the last thing I remember thinking before it all goes black.
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  It is the patriotic duty of every normal couple to have children in sufficient number to keep up to par the “good old Vermont stock.”


  —Vermont Commission on Country Life,

  Committee on the Human Factor, “The People of Vermont,” in Rural Vermont: A Program for the Future, 1931


  “Take it easy, Cissy.”


  Spencer’s voice floats to me down a long tunnel. As my eyes focus, I look for landmarks: the Hall of Mirrors, the grandstand, the vendor selling salted peanuts. But instead I see the antique bowl and pitcher on my dresser, the gilded foot of our bed. A cold cloth spread over my forehead drips into my hair, onto the pillow.


  He holds my hand. It makes me think of being a child, hanging onto my father to cross Church Street. I married Spencer when I was seventeen; he became the next adult to keep me safe. As I lay on my side with the bulk of my belly swelling over my thighs, it strikes me that I have never had the chance to grow up.


  “You feeling better?” Spencer asks, and he smiles so sweetly something inside me breaks loose.


  I love him. The smell of his hair and the bump of his nose that supports his glasses; the long lean muscles you would never expect to find beneath his pressed shirts and jackets. I adore the way he looks at me sometimes, as if love is a quantity he cannot measure scientifically, because it multiplies too quickly. I wish that we had met, however, on a busy street in New York City, or on a neighbor’s porch in Iowa, or even during a transatlantic crossing—any circumstance at all that would make my relationship with Spencer separate from his relationship with my father.


  He puts his hand over my stomach, and I close my eyes. It is impossible to not think of Spencer’s Committee on the Human Factor, which advocates the careful selection of a mate. But I was picked because I am Harry Beaumont’s daughter, not because I am myself.


  I wonder how Spencer feels, to have made such an informed decision, and to still have wound up with something defective.


  “How did I get here?” I ask, many questions at once.


  “You fainted at the Exposition.”


  “The heat...”


  “Rest, Cissy.”


  I feel fine. I want to shout this, even though it isn’t true. There were times as a child I would climb to the roof of this very house, stand spread-eagled and yell until the whole of Comtosook heard me. It was not that I had anything important to say, but rather, that my father wanted me quiet.


  I see this streak as a black curl in my blood, moving through my system and surfacing when I least expect it. Like now, with Spencer fussing over me. My smoking. This afternoon, at the fortune-teller’s tent. Or last night, when I cut myself.


  Sometimes I wonder if I inherited it from my mother.


  “I’ll send Ruby in to you.” Spencer kisses the crown of my head. “You’ll be fine.”


  If Spencer says so, it must be true.


  Ruby hovers at the door, waiting to be invited in. Our house girl is fourteen, close enough to my age for a friendship, and yet we are leagues apart. It is not just that she is French Canadian—I am so much older than she is, and not just chronologically. When she thinks no one can see, Ruby dances between the white sheets she hangs out on the line—pirouettes and the lindy hop and even a little Charleston. Me, I never forget that at any time, someone might be watching.


  She comes bearing a brown-wrapped package. “Miz Pike,” she says, “look what came in the mail.”


  She sets the package down beside me and makes an unsuccessful attempt to ignore the bandage on my wrist. Ruby, of course, knows what happened. She held a bowl of warm water for Spencer, as he cleaned the cut and bound it tightly to heal. She is part of the conspiracy of silence.


  Ruby works the twine free and unwraps the box. Inside is a Sears, Roebuck order—a pair of half-boots just like the ones Spencer has removed from my feet. These are a size bigger, and maybe will not pinch so much, like all my shoes do now that I am so pregnant. Glancing over the edge of the bed, I stare at Ruby’s shoes. “You wear about a size six, don’t you?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Why don’t you take them? I don’t imagine my foot’s going to get smaller again.” Ruby holds my old boots in her hand as if they are a treasure. “My sister, she used to give me hand-me-downs.”


  “You have a sister?” How can I have lived with a girl for a year, and not have known this?


  “Not anymore. Diphtheria.” Ruby busies herself unpacking the rest of the box. Tiny sweaters and socks and miniature undershirts in all the hues of white spill over the bedclothes, a Lilliputian bounty. These clothes seem too little to fit on a doll, much less a baby.


  “Oh,” Ruby breathes, picking up a lacy cap between her thumb and forefinger. “Have you ever seen anything so fine in your life?”


  Ruby wants this baby more than I do. It’s not that I am not pleased by the thought of his arrival—it is just that no one seems to understand that I will not survive this birth. Spencer taught me well; this defect is in my germ plasm. If I don’t manage to kill myself first, then the day this baby is born is the day I’m going to die.


  Spencer has showed me numerous obstetrical texts to convince me otherwise; he has made me speak to the best of doctors. I nod, I smile, sometimes I even listen. Meanwhile, I plot my suicide. But then I feel the baby’s small feet running the curve of my ribs, as if he knows by instinct where to find my heart, and I realize I am lost.


  “Oh, no, Miz Pike,” Ruby says; until then I am not aware that I’ve begun to cry. “Should I get the professor?”


  “No.” I use the edge of the sheet to wipe my eyes. “No, I’m fine. Just tired. Really.”


  Last night, I thought that if I cut deep enough, I might be able to see all the way down past blood and bone and marrow to the place where it aches all the time. Spencer, when he bandaged my wrist, said I must think about my baby. I have two months left before I am due to give birth, after all. He does not understand that I was thinking of my son. I was trying to spare him the weight I have carried all my life: the knowledge that he was the reason for my death.


  I know that my actions don’t follow logic; that harming myself puts my infant in danger too. But somehow, when it is just me and the dark and the night and a blade, reason never counts. I have tried to tell this to Spencer, many times. “But I love you,” he says, as if that should be enough to keep me here.


  Now, with Ruby beside me, I try to find words to explain the impossible. “Did you ever walk through a room that’s packed with people, and feel so lonely you can hardly take the next step?”


  She hesitates, then nods slowly. Cocking my head, I look at her, and wonder if she might not be quite as young as I’ve thought. “Miz Pike,” Ruby whispers shyly. “Maybe we could pretend to be sisters.”


  Ruby, a servant girl, and me, the wife of one of greater Burlington’s most esteemed citizens. “Maybe,” I answer.
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  PRINCIPLES OF HEREDITY: Prof. H. F. Perkins. Lecture course with conference and report exercises covering the principles of elementary embryology, the physical basis of inheritance, principles of breeding experiments, and eugenics, the practical application of heredity to mankind. Text used: Newman’s Readings in Evolution, Genetics, and Eugenics.

  —University of Vermont Bulletin, 1923–24


  For years now, I have been fascinated by Harry Houdini. I’ve read every biography written since his death in 1926; I keep a scrapbook of newspaper articles about his amazing feats. It is not just the obvious—that, like him, I know of ties that bind and chains that keep one rooted to a certain place, or that, like him, I sometimes wish to disappear. No, what is more intriguing to me is Houdini’s obsession with the spirit world.


  Did I mention that Houdini, too, lost his mother?


  The new book I’m reading chronicles the long war between Houdini and Margery, the Boston medium. During her séances, her voice would appear from different parts of the room, a spirit bell would ring, a megaphone was wont to fly across the table—all while others held the medium’s hands. Houdini, convinced that she was a hoax, built her a fraud-preventer cabinet and challenged her to hold a séance from inside it. But during the séance, a folding ruler was found at the medium’s feet—something Margery and Houdini each claimed the other had planted. In the end, Houdini died discrediting her, and swore that if a spirit were ever to return from the other side of the veil, it would be him.


  Although séances have been held on Halloween, now, for five years, he hasn’t come back.


  This is what I think about Mr. Houdini: if he hadn’t been so desperate to contact his departed mother, he wouldn’t have fought so fiercely against Margery. He denounced the spirit world because he feared it was the one space from which he could not escape.


  I feel like a fool, hiding here in my bedroom closet. It’s where I’ve gone for privacy, dragging in a little card table that is jammed up against my belly. Table tipping is something else I have read of; it’s a way of contacting the spirits. I should have more people sitting here with their hands linked, but I certainly could not tell Spencer what I am doing, and I don’t know what Ruby would make of it.


  The silks of my dresses brush my shoulders. I press my palms against the table, close my eyes. “Mama?” I whisper.


  Suddenly, a hand touches my side. I jump, and then realize that the fingers are on the inside of my skin—it’s this baby, trying to push away for all he is worth. “Hush, now. We’re trying to talk to your grandma.”


  If I can find her, if I can open a door... then maybe even after I die I will be able to find my way back.


  I take deep breaths to concentrate. I focus all my energy on that table. “Mama, if you can hear me, let me know.”


  The table, beneath my hands, remains perfectly still. But then I hear a creak. I open my eyes in time to see the doorknob of the closet turning by itself. The brightest light appears, growing wider and wider until it silhouettes the figure of a woman.


  “Miz Pike,” Ruby asks, “what on earth are you doing in here?”


  My heart is pounding so hard that it takes a moment to answer. Pretending it is perfectly normal to be found sitting inside a closet, I say, “What did you need, Ruby?”


  “Your lunch with the professor... you’re going to miss it if you don’t hurry.”


  My lunch... I have forgotten. Spencer and I have a standing summertime date, a picnic on the university grounds after his Wednesday morning graduate school lecture. We sit beneath the oaks and speak of the things that matter: Spencer’s research, his most promising students, names for a son.


  Ruby has already packed a basket with grapes and cold meats, sesame rolls, macaroni salad. “Thank you,” I say, taking one last glance inside the closet before I close the door.


  Spencer walked to work today—three miles to the university—and left me the car. A Packard Twin 6 with a 12-cylinder engine, it’s his pride and joy. It has suicide doors, named so because they open backward and can rip you out of the car if unlatched during transit.


  I’ve thought about it.


  Spencer’s graduate lecture is being held in a small classroom that smells of linseed oil and philosophy. At the front, Spencer stands with his jacket off, his shirtsleeves rolled up in deference to the heat. Lantern slides of skulls have been projected onto a screen behind him. “Notice the difference between the dolichocephalic and the brachycephalic in the Negroid skull,” Spencer says. “The prognathous jaw, the flattened nose, the apelike similarities... these all are signs of a degraded race.”


  A hand shoots up. “How primitive are they?” a student asks.


  “Rudimentary,” Spencer explains. “Think of them as children. Like children, they’ll be fond of bright colors. Like children, they are capable of forming base friendships.” He glances at the clock on the wall, and his eyes skim over me, lighting briefly. “Next week we’ll be outlining the classification of all humanity into five distinct races,” he promises, as the class gathers their books and disperses. Smiling, Spencer walks down the aisle toward me. “To what do I owe this honor?”


  “It’s Wednesday,” I remind him. “Our lunch.” As illustration, I swing the basket out from behind my back, where I have kept it hidden.


  A small V forms between Spencer’s brows. “Damn, Cissy, Harry Perkins asked to meet with me this afternoon. I don’t have time for lunch.”


  “I understand,” I tell Spencer.


  “That’s my girl.”


  “Spencer?” I call after him. “Should I wait?” But he does not hear me, or else he chooses not to. Sighing, I put down the picnic basket and walk to the front of the classroom. My boot heels click like teeth, and when I get close, my body makes a bulbous silhouette against the white screen. I hold up my hand and make a shadow puppet, a wolf. Then I send it swooping and diving along the jutting brow of a dolichocephalic specimen.


  “Mrs. Pike?”


  Caught in the act, I whirl around to find Abigail Alcott watching me. A wide-eyed woman in her late twenties, Abigail is a social worker currently employed by the Department of Public Welfare. She is dressed for work in a smart navy skirt and a pleated white shirt. Of late, she has been meeting with Spencer to discuss the ESV records, which she uses in her investigations. Her job involves assessing which degenerate families are turning around, versus which will benefit from the new sterilization law.


  “Hello, Abigail,” I say with as much poise as I can, given that she is older than I, and has a true education, instead of two years in a finishing school.


  “Is the professor here?” She checks her wristwatch. “We’re supposed to be driving out to Waterbury this afternoon.”


  So I am not the only person Spencer disappoints. I wonder what they are planning to do at the State Mental Hospital. I imagine her walking beside my husband, pulling threads of scientific conversation from thin air to make a verbal bouquet she might hand him—one that by its very topic is irresistible to Spencer. In this, I have always been the outsider—I do not know as much about eugenics as my father or my husband. What would it be like to sit at the dinner table with them, to say something relevant, to watch them look at me as someone to be considered, instead of something to be dismissed?


  That sweet coil of insurrection swims in me. I am ten again, and climbing to the roof to shout down to the good people of Comtosook. “Didn’t he tell you?”


  “Tell me what?”


  “About the meeting with Professor Perkins?” There, that much is not a lie. “Spencer was going to send you a note... but then he gets so preoccupied, you know...”


  “Mrs. Pike,” Abigail interrupts. “What note?”


  “The one about me going to Waterbury in his place.”


  Abigail stares at me, but she is too polite to say what she is thinking: that I have never been trained in social work, that being born into a family of eugenics scholars doesn’t automatically make me one. Her eyes settle on the swell of my abdomen. “Spencer was quite sure it was safe,” I add.


  That, ultimately, is what clinches it: Abigail would rather cut off her right arm than question Spencer’s judgment. Her lips set in a thin line, she assesses me, and nods. “Well, then,” she says, “let’s go.”
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  Vermont needs a mental survey which will locate every case of mental defect within our borders and facilities for thorough psychiatric examination of all dependent and delinquent individuals.


  —Asa R. Gifford, “Report of the President,” Vermont Children’s Aid Society Second Annual Report, 1921


  The Vermont State Hospital for the Insane was built in Waterbury in 1890, to ease the overcrowding at the Retreat down in Brattleboro. Dr. Stanley, the superintendent, had once come to our home for dinner when I was thirteen, after he’d testified in support of the 1927 Sterilization Bill that did not pass. I remember circles of sweat around his collar, the fact that he did not eat brussels sprouts, and the way he stood too close to me while making small talk.


  “You would think that the group represented in highest concentration at Waterbury was the Huntington’s chorea family, because of the inherited mental illness,” Abigail says as we walk up the street from our parking spot. Now that she has taken it into her mind to educate me on all I’ve missed to date leading up to this meeting, she is chatty—friendly, almost. “But no, it turns out there are plenty of Pirates and Gypsies too.”


  By now we have reached the front door of A Building, the new ward where many of the female patients are kept. Abigail turns to me, her eyes glowing. “What is it like to wake up beside a man who has such... such vision?” she asks, and then her face goes as red as the brick of the building.


  A memory: I am at the Eugenics Survey Office on Church Street, come to tell Spencer that we are going to have a baby. I open the door to his office and find him with Abigail, laughing up at something Spencer has said. She sits on the edge of his desk and her hand is on his forearm. “Cissy!” he calls out, and he is smiling, and I don’t know if it is because I have arrived, or because she has been there.


  Suddenly the door of the institution opens. We are sucked inside, because hell is a vacuum. Nurses wearing white hats creased like Japanese paper cranes move silently, seemingly unaware of the patient sobbing at the administration desk, or the one who dashes naked across a corridor, her wet hair streaming out behind her. A filthy girl not much older than Ruby sits on a bench, wearing a shirt that secures her arms to the wooden slats behind her. Beneath the bench is a puddle; I think it must be urine.


  “Miss Alcott!” Dr. Stanley approaches in his pristine white coat. I wonder how he can keep it so clean in an environment such as this. He turns to me, too close for comfort. “I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure...”


  “You have,” I say, extending my hand. “Cecelia Beaumont Pike.”


  “Cissy? Cissy! You’re certainly grown up.” He glances at my swollen abdomen. “And out, I might add. Congratulations apparently are in order.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Mrs. Pike is standing in for the professor today,” Abigail explains.


  Dr. Stanley hides his surprise well. “Excellent. Well, if you’ll follow me, we can speak more privately in my office.” He walks down the hall, leaving us to follow. Abigail moves in his wake immediately. I find myself rooted to the spot by the vacant stare of the woman on the bench.


  “Mrs. Pike!” Abigail prompts sharply, and I force myself to turn away.


  Dr. Stanley, seeing an opportunity to impress Spencer via me, decides to take the long route. There are spots where the halls are so congested with inmates that we have to walk single file. “The legislature just approved the construction of a new building for the acutely disturbed female patients. You can see how overcrowded we are here.”


  “What’s your population?” Abigail asks.


  “Nine hundred ninety-seven,” Stanley says, then notices a nurse leading a girl with angry eyes up a flight of stairs, an orderly following with a small suitcase. “Nine hundred ninety-eight.”


  The doctor gestures toward a doorway that leads into a large sunny room, one again overrun with patients. “I believe in industrial work. Idle hands breed idle minds.” At tables, women sit weaving reeds into mangled baskets or assembling clothespins. They look up at me and see a rich lady in fashionable maternity clothing. They don’t realize that I am one of them.


  “We sell the crafts,” Stanley says proudly. “Use the proceeds for patient entertainment.”


  And do they come with a stamp on the bottom? Made reluctantly, by an individual who could not cope in the real world.


  The superintendent leads us further down the hall to a shut door. “Unfortunately, not all of our patients are cooperative,” Dr. Stanley says. He glances at me. “I don’t know if a woman in your condition should—”


  “I’m fine.” To prove this, I open the door myself.


  And then I wish I hadn’t.


  Two burly men stand on opposite sides of a tub of water, their hands pressing down the shoulders of a naked woman. Before she goes under, I notice that her lips are blue and her breasts have puckered like fruit dried on a vine. Over her head a steady stream of water runs from a tap. Beside her, another woman lies facedown on a table with a sheet covering her upper body. A nurse pumps a large bulb of water through a tube threaded into the patient’s rectum. “Hydrotherapy and colonic irrigation have been quite beneficial for disruptive patients,” Stanley says. “But I brought you in here to see something else. Ladies, I’m proud to present the first patient to undergo voluntary sterilization at our institution. She’s right back here.” He leads us to the rear of the room. “The salpingectomy was done when she came into the infirmary for treatment of an irritable bowel. She comes from one of the original ten families studied in the survey, one with a long genetic history of depression and disruptive behavior. Dr. Kastler and I provided the two necessary signatures.”


  We stop at another table, beside which sits an attendant in a white coat like Dr. Stanley’s. A woman lies on top, shivering. “She’s quite healthy now,” the psychiatrist says enthusiastically. “All this fuss... ,” here he waves his arm vaguely, “has nothing to do with the procedure.” The attendant wraps a cold, soaked sheet around the patient, mummifying her as her teeth chatter. “Wet packs tend to work on the difficult ones,” Dr. Stanley says.


  “What did she do?” I hear myself ask.


  “Attempted suicide. For the third time.”


  I see, now, that her wrists are poking through the wet pack, and are bandaged. There but for the grace of God go I. If my father were not Harry Beaumont, if my husband were not Spencer Pike, would I be lying on that table?


  “I... excuse me...” Turning past Dr. Stanley, I push out of the room and into the corridor of the hospital. I hurry past the crowded common room and the girl tied to the bench and turn the corner blindly only to collide with a patient. She is small and dark, with hair plaited in greasy braids. Her arms are scratched from shoulder to wrist. “They’ll take away your baby, too,” she says.


  My arms cross protectively over my belly. As she reaches out to touch me, I turn my back and run as quickly as I can through this labyrinth to the entrance of the hospital. Throwing open the doors, I gasp in as much air as my lungs will hold and sit on the stone steps. After a few moments I pull up the sleeve of my blouse and unravel the bandage Spencer tied on my wrist. The cut still looks angry, a slash of a mouth across skin.


  It is true what Spencer says, after all—some women are meant to be social workers, and I am not one of them. I am supposed to be the mother of his children, and I cannot even get that right.


  This is how Abigail finds me fifteen minutes later. I can’t meet her gaze; I am that embarrassed by my behavior. She sits down beside me. I see her notice my scar, but she does not comment. “The first time I watched therapy here,” Abigail confesses, “I went back to the office and handed in my resignation, telling my boss I didn’t have the heart for a career in public welfare. Do you know what he told me? That this was exactly why I had to do it. So one day there would be fewer and fewer people who had to suffer.”


  Put into those words, it makes sense. It is social welfare in a nutshell—do what you can today so that you can change the world tomorrow. And yet I wonder if anyone asked the patient before they strapped her down why she no longer wanted to live. I wonder if it had anything to do with the fact that she cannot have babies anymore.


  Mostly I wonder why Abigail and Dr. Stanley would advocate sterilizing that patient, but not allow her to take her own life. Either act would keep her from passing her genes along to offspring. So why not give her the choice?


  “You didn’t quit,” I comment.


  Abigail shakes her head. “Neither will you,” she says, not unkindly, as she pulls down my sleeve. “Tomorrow, eight A.M. Meet me at the office on Church Street.”
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  Q.Why sterilize?


  A.To rid the race of those likely to transmit the dysgenic tendencies to which they are subject. To decrease the need for charity of a certain form. To reduce taxes. To help alleviate misery and suffering. To do what Nature would do under natural conditions, but more humanely. Sterilization is not a punitive measure. It is strictly protective.


  —American Eugenics Society,

  A Eugenics Catechism, 1926


  By the time I drive home the sun is low enough in the sky to meet my gaze head on and to grace the black-eyed Susans lining Otter Creek Pass with gilded crowns. I am so filled with the need for it to be tomorrow that I might burst.


  I park the car and climb the steps of the porch. As I hurry to the door, my boot knocks aside something small and light. Looking down, I find a basket no bigger than a fist. Unlike the work of the patients I saw today, these sides are intricately twisted and the weaving is neat and tight.


  I slip it into the pocket of my dress and enter the house. “Cissy?” Spencer’s voice draws me like a magnet. I find him in the doorway of his study, holding his afternoon scotch. “Here I rush home from the university to apologize to my lovely wife for standing her up at lunchtime, and she’s gone and left me.”


  “Only temporarily,” I say, kissing his cheek.


  “And what put you into such a fine mood?”


  I notice Ruby, standing like furniture in the distance, listening when she should not be. “The Children’s Aid Society,” I lie. “I had a meeting.”


  Ruby’s eyes slide away. I would have told her if there were a meeting; I always do. I give her my movements and my location at all times, just in case Spencer wants to know.


  “Good news?” he asks.


  “Everything,” I say, “is looking up.”


  Ruby follows me to the bedroom and begins to unbutton my dress in the back, places I can no longer reach. “I know what you’re thinking,” I say. But she remains silent as she pulls the fabric over my head and hands me a comfortable cotton sundress to put on for dinner. She ties it loosely and begins to hang up my fancy dress. The basket falls out of its pocket.


  I pick it up, set it in the drawer of my nightstand. She is curious about this too, I can see, but I pretend not to notice. I do not owe her any explanations—not about the basket, not about my earlier whereabouts. And right now, I am too excited about tomorrow to worry about what might happen when Spencer realizes what I’ve done today.


  Then I notice that Ruby is wearing my hand-me-down shoes. She steps into the closet to hang up the dress—the closet she has cleaned up since my morning séance—and walks toward the bed. Sliding her hand beneath the pillow she hands me back the biography of Mr. Houdini that she has hidden on my behalf.


  It is her way of telling me that my secret is safe from Spencer. Our eyes meet. “Thank you,” I murmur.


  “Do you believe it, Miz Pike?” Ruby whispers fiercely. “Do you think someone can come back from the other side?”


  I squeeze her hand and nod. After all, I am living proof.
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  In our study of the pedigrees of families who have been an expense to the state and towns, we have found quite a number having French and Indian ancestry with sometimes a mixture of Negro.


  —H. F. Perkins, “Project #1” ESV Archive, “Projects—Old,” 1926


  Oxbury is a tiny town on the banks of Lake Champlain that, for the purposes of protecting the innocent, has been rechristened Fleetville in Abigail Alcott’s reports. “Tracing the pedigree of this particular family,” Abigail tells me as we walk toward the Gypsy camp, “must have been as all-encompassing as tracing the lineage of the frogs in the river.”


  After the field workers had identified the families to be studied, they’d gone through the records at Waterbury, as well as the State Prison, the Vermont Industrial School, and the State School for the Feebleminded in Brandon, to see which family members had been placed where. Interviews with teachers, ministers, neighbors and even distant relatives who’d managed to elevate themselves above the delinquent behavior of their kin, all rounded out a history of the family’s ill fortune, which was compiled in a final report.


  Abigail has allowed me to read her notes from several visits to the area: the Delacours are a mixture of French Canadian and Indian blood, descended from two first cousins who married in the Roman Catholic Church and produced seventeen children, ten of which were feebleminded and three who had no sense of what Abigail called “sex decency.” Subsequent generations bred alcoholics, criminals, and paupers. Members of several families lived together in one small shack. During the past six years relatives had moved from Hinesburg to Cornwall to Burlington to Weybridge to Plattsburgh, but continued to return to Fleetville during the summers, where they sold the crafts they’d made during the winter and fished for a livelihood. Their main defect, as a group, was feeblemindedness, but their close association with criminality, dependency, and nomadic habits could not be overlooked.


  In Abigail’s papers, the Delacours are called the Moutons—the name, she tells me, of her pet poodle. It is the policy of the social workers to keep the identities of those investigated protected from the public. “You wouldn’t believe how easy it is to get information,” Abigail says. “Go into any town and start asking questions. Every place has a family that’s an Oh, them.”


  It seems to me that if everyone knows these people, anyway, pseudonyms are beside the point.


  As we walk down toward the lake, I remember something my father taught me—the closer a person lives to the water, the less successful they are. “Look at the River Rats,” he’d say, “and then look at me.” His home, that is, high on the Hill in Burlington, as far away from the lake as one could get.


  As Abigail approaches, it is easy to see she’s been here before. Barefoot children run to her and reach into the pockets of her skirt for hard candy. A teenage boy carving a wooden paddle gives her a shy smile. “Do they know?” I ask quietly. “Why we’re here, I mean?”


  She holds her smile in place. “They know I’m interested in their lives. People who look like me usually aren’t. And that’s exactly why they talk.”


  At one shanty, we stop, and Abigail raps on the support pole in lieu of a proper knocker. “Jeanne is expecting us,” she says, and sure enough, the flap that serves as a door lifts open. A small woman not much older than Abigail hesitantly waves us inside, inviting us to sit down at a table that has been cleared.


  The small home is a single room. A bucket near the door is filled with fresh water, and a stack of dirty plates and cups sits precariously balanced on the counter. But there is a sense that the place has been tidied for us, and that is the first note Abigail writes on her pad. “Jeanne,” she says, offering a smile that does not reach her eyes. “I’m so happy to meet you. This is Mrs. Pike.”


  Jeanne’s eyes don’t rise above my abdomen. “Your first?”


  “Yes.”


  “I have a child, too,” Jeanne says intensely. “A boy.”


  “Yes,” Abigail replies. “Your Aunt Louisa told me quite a lot about Norman.”


  “Oho,” Jeanne answers, bobbing her head. “He was her favorite. She used to take him out when she went looking for plants in the woods—juniper and black spruce and bloodroot.” Over Abigail’s shoulder I see the words she is writing on her pad. Bobbed hair—skirt fastened with safety pins. Stockings are rolled below the knee. Seems distracted.


  “Jeanne’s son is in the Brandon School for the Feebleminded,” Abigail explains to me. “Louisa said you received a letter from him, Jeanne.”


  This, at least, seems to brighten her up. As she hurries off to find it for us, Abigail leans closer. “The state was instrumental in having the boy taken away. When the social workers came, they found him sitting here, eating raw meat. Raw meat!”


  A moment later Jeanne returns, proudly holding up the letter. “How old is Norman now?” Abigail asks.


  “He’ll be ten this October.”


  “Why don’t you read me what he wrote?”


  Jeanne falters, but only for a moment. She begins to stumble through the boy’s convoluted handwriting, correcting herself as she goes along. Illiterate, Abigail writes. Mother and son. To Jeanne, she says, “Well, he sounds like quite the scholar!”


  Jeanne’s eyes soften, thinking she has found a friend in Abigail. “Missus Alcott, you work for the state... can you ask them when Norman will be brought back home?”


  Suddenly I see why this woman has been so anxious to invite a stranger into her home. She wants to get as much information out of Abigail as Abigail is trying to get out of her. “If you’ll excuse me,” I say, “I’m just going to get some air.”


  I walk along, letting my boots sink into the soft mud. Boys play a game with a ball made of rags, the right angles of their bony arms rising against the blue of the sky as they reach for a neat catch. If I am to help Abigail, I should be asking questions. I should be learning as much about this family as I can.


  An old woman sits with a pipe in her mouth at the entrance to a tent, her hands flying over a stack of reeds that begin to take the shape of a long-necked basket. I start to approach her with a smile on my face, only to have her raise her head. Although she doesn’t speak or move a muscle, the look in her eyes is enough to make me change direction. Instead, I head toward a man who stands with his back to me, fishing. He casts and reels in with timing and grace, as if he is part of an elaborate dance. He wears trousers held up with suspenders, and his black hair reaches halfway down his back, making me sorry to have cut my own short in a fashionable bob.


  Show interest in what they are doing; this was Abigail’s first rule. “Hello.” I walk all the way down to the water, and still he does not turn around. “I see you’re fishing.”


  Brilliant, Lia, I think. And will you next tell him he’s a Gypsy?


  He turns around and unhooks a foot-long fish from a green-and-black plug. I realize this is the man I saw watching me at the Independence Day celebration. His eyes widen, and move over my face as if he has never seen someone like me before. Maybe he hasn’t. Maybe Gypsies mingle with us as infrequently as we mingle with them.


  Uncomfortable, I look down into the basket at his feet. It is full of writhing fish: smallmouth bass, which I recognize, and large needle-nosed speckled ones that I don’t. “Hello,” I say again, determined to put him at ease. “I’m Cissy Pike.” I hold out my hand.


  For a long moment he stares at it. Then he grabs on as if he were drowning. “N’wibgwigid Môlsem,” he murmurs.


  Illiterate, that’s what Abigail would write down. It strikes me, however, that it is not what I would write. “My name is Gray Wolf,” he translates.


  “You speak English!”


  “Better than you speak Alnôbak,” he says.


  He has not released my hand. Gently I pull away, clear my throat, and strike up a polite conversation. “Do you live here?”


  “I live all over.”


  “Surely you have a house?”


  “I have a tent.” His eyes hold mine, just like they did in the Hall of Mirrors. “I don’t need much.”


  Whatever civil discourse I have planned flies from my head. “I saw you,” I hear myself say. “On the Fourth of July. You were following me.”


  “And today?” he asks. “Are you following me?”


  “Oh, no. I didn’t even know you were... that is, I came with Abigail Alcott.”


  At that, his face falls. He starts packing up his fishing gear, his back to me. “Then have you come to take away more of our boys to the industrial school? Or tell us we’re going to hell because we pray in a different church? Or maybe to find out who got drunk in town and passed out on Church Street?”


  His comments leave me speechless. I have spent my life hearing of Gypsies, but they are names on pedigree charts, not men who catch fish and whose skin is as warm as mine. “You don’t even know me.”


  A shadow crosses over his face. “You’re right,” he admits. “I don’t.”


  “Maybe I’m not just like Abigail.”


  We stand a foot apart. “And maybe I’m not just some Gypsy,” he answers.


  Words have built a wall between us, and I can think of no easy way to bring it down other than to remove it, brick by brick. So I point to the water. “What do you call that?”


  “A lake.”


  “No,” I repeat. “I mean, what do you call it?”


  He looks at me carefully. “Pitawbagw.”


  “Pitawbagw.” I point to the sun. “And this?”


  “Kisos.” Bending down, I pick up a handful of dirt. “Ki,” Gray Wolf holds out his hand to help me to my feet. He gently touches his hand to my stomach. “Chijis. Baby.”


  “Mrs. Pike!”


  From a distance up on the shore I hear Abigail calling for me. “Sounds like your ride is leaving,” Gray Wolf says.


  “Yes...” I shield my eyes from the sun, try to find Abigail, but can’t.


  “Better go. You wouldn’t want to be stuck here overnight.”


  “No,” I admit, and then realize what I’ve said. Cheeks reddening, I meet his gaze. “How do you say ‘I’ll return’?”


  It is a challenge, and he accepts it. “N’pedgiji.”


  “Well, then. N’pegdiji.”


  He bursts into laughter. “You just told me you’ll fart.”


  If possible, I blush even harder. “Thank you for the language lesson, Mr. Wolf.”


  “Wli nanawalmezi, Lia.”


  “What does that mean?”


  He smiles slowly. “Take good care of yourself.”


  I hurry up the hill as best I can, lumbering under the weight of my baby. Chijis. On the drive home, I listen to Abigail tell me stories of second cousins who killed others in bar fights, of a rampant outbreak of venereal disease among a strain of Delacours. “Did you learn anything?” she asks finally, when she has run out of things to say.


  How to speak their language. And maybe, how to listen. “Nothing you’d consider important,” I reply, and am silent for the rest of the ride home.
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  John Delacour, aka Gray Wolf, is of particular notoriety even for this clan. He has a history of heavy drinking, sex offense, nomadism, and criminality, and has been known to change his name several times. He was arrested in 1913 for hitting a man over the head with a brick. In 1914, he was sent to prison for a murder conviction. There is mention from several relatives about his illegitimate children. John is an absolute liar and very evasive. For this reason it is absolutely impossible to get the truth out of him.


  —From the files of Abigail Alcott, Department of Public Welfare social worker


  When I come home, Ruby is waiting at the door with her heart in her eyes, and Spencer is a step behind. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he roars, slamming the door behind me. He grabs my upper arms so hard I know it will leave bruises.


  “I can explain—”


  “Explain this, Cissy. Explain why I got a call from my secretary saying that you’d been to the office to meet Abigail Alcott. Explain why my wife, who is seven months pregnant with my firstborn son, would be stupid enough to visit a state hospital for the insane where she could have been seriously hurt. And for Christ’s sake, to be traipsing around some Gypsy camp—”


  “It isn’t some Gypsy camp, Spencer, and I’m fine.” I try to pull away from him, but he will not let me go. “I wanted to see what it is that holds you and my father in so much thrall. Is that a sin?”


  “You are in no condition to—”


  “I’m pregnant, Spencer, not feebleminded.”


  “Is that so?” Spencer explodes. “Jesus Christ, Cissy, how can you expect me to trust you with your own judgment, when you try to kill yourself one night and the next day you’re off at an insane asylum—”


  “That’s unfair,” I say, my eyes stinging already.


  “Unfair? Try imagining what it’s like to sit here, thinking that your wife might be injured, or God forbid, killed by some lunatic. Abigail is trained to do what she does; you are not. And you will stay in this house, goddammit, until I tell you otherwise!”


  “You can’t do that to me.”


  “Can’t I?” Spencer grabs my wrists hard enough to make me cry out. He pulls me up the stairs. The only room in the house that locks from the outside is our bedroom, and Spencer drags me into it. “I’m doing this for your own good.”


  “Whose good?” I challenge.


  Spencer pales, as if I have slapped him. “Sometimes, Cissy,” he whispers, “I don’t know you.”


  My husband walks stiffly out of the bedroom. Inside me, the baby twines tighter. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, and the only answer I receive is the sound of the lock being turned.
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  Q.Which counts for more, heredity or the environment?


  A.They are interdependent. This question is almost the equivalent of “Which is more important, the seed or the soil?”


  —American Eugenics Society,

  A Eugenics Catechism, 1926


  In the middle of the night the key turns. Even from here, I can smell the alcohol on Spencer. He slips into bed and presses his front to my back, “God, I love you,” he says, the words settling over my skin like steam.


  On our honeymoon, Spencer and I went to Niagara Falls. One night we camped out in a tent, and made love beneath the night sky. The water beat like my blood and when he moved inside me, I could swear that the stars connected in the shape of our initials.


  Now Spencer pulls up the edge of my nightgown, fits himself between my thighs. We are both crying and pretending not to. When Spencer comes inside me he presses his wet face against my spine, and I imagine his features being branded there, a version of a death mask that will always be one step behind me.


  He falls asleep with his arms around the breadth of my middle, hands not quite touching, as if he cannot contain me anymore.
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  I think we can safely say that in the sixty-two families we have studied... “blood has told,” and there is every reason to believe it will keep right on “telling” in future generations.


  —H. F. Perkins, Lessons from a Eugenical Survey of Vermont: First Annual Report, 1927


  Blood is raining from thunderclouds. Roses burst into bloom at midnight. Water doesn’t boil; words slide from the pages of books. The sky is the wrong color. And as I walk through this strange world, the ground is frozen beneath my feet.


  “Cissy. Cissy!”


  Hands on my shoulders. Breath on my neck. “Spencer?” I say, my voice sanded and drowsy.


  Gradually I become aware of the owls bearing witness in the trees, the mud on the heels of my feet and the edge of my nightgown, the summer night fermenting. I am in the woods behind our house, and I have no idea how I got here.


  “You’ve been sleepwalking,” Spencer explains.


  Sleepwalking, yes, that’s what it must be. And yet this other place I have visited... I feel as if I can still trail my fingers along its edge. Spencer embraces me, sighs against my skin. “Cissy, I only want you to be happy.”


  A small sob catches in my throat. “I know.”


  And I am a failure, to have all this—a good home, a healthy pregnancy, a man like Spencer—and still feel as if something is missing. “I love you,” my husband says. “I’ve never loved anyone but you.”


  “I love you too,” I tell him. I only wish it were that easy.


  “Why don’t we go back to bed,” Spencer suggests, “and forget about all of this?”


  Like we forget about everything else. Because when you don’t admit out loud that something awful has happened, who is to say it ever did?


  But habit holds me tight. So I nod, and follow Spencer back to the house. I keep looking over my shoulder; I cannot shake the feeling that there is something here for me to find. After we climb onto the porch, he holds the door open for me, wiping the slate clean.


  It is not until I am in the bathroom, washing the dirt from my feet, that I realize I am clenching something in my left hand. I open my fist like a flower: soft and supple and honey-colored, these are the tiniest pair of moccasins I have ever seen.


  SIX


  August 21, 1932


  From an exhibit at the Third International Eugenics Congress:


  THIS LIGHT FLASHES EVERY 31 SECONDS. Every 31 seconds, State taxpayers paid $100 for maintenance only of Insane, Feebleminded, Epileptic, Blind and Deaf, in State Institutions, Only in 1927.


  In the middle of the night there is a cramp low in my belly. It wakes me; it makes me look across the ocean of mattress to Spencer, who sleeps as if this hotel bed fits him. I try to ignore the teeth eating me from the inside out.


  But then there is a ripping, and I am too shocked to even cry. I watch the blood soak the front of my nightgown and the cuspid that cuts like a knife. A scaled snout stretches through the hole it has made in my skin; then a clawed foot, a reptile belly, a tail. The alligator that finally hunches between my legs looks up and smiles.


  “Miz Pike...”


  It is the voice of someone who’s come to watch me be devoured whole. The alligator’s jaw ratchets shut on my thigh.


  “Miz Pike... Lia!”


  It is this, my secret name, which makes the alligator disappear. When I blink I see Ruby standing in front of me in her nightgown, and we are in the middle of the hall at the Plaza Hotel. Her eyes are as sad as a canyon. “You need to go back to bed.”


  I have been sleepwalking again. And Ruby has been keeping watch, as she was brought along on this trip to do. She leads me to our suite, opens the door, and averts her eyes from Spencer, who sleeps undisturbed in the bed. “No one ever gets a good night’s rest away from home,” Ruby whispers, bravely making excuses. She pulls back the covers and helps me settle, as if she is the elder between us.


  I swallow hard and make my eyes adjust to the darkness. I keep my feet folded up beneath me, just in case that gator is still swimming beneath the sheets.
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  From the program of the Third International Eugenics Congress:


  I:Introduction and Welcome: Dr. H. F. Perkins, President of the American Eugenics Society


  II.“The Biological Screening of Immigrant Populations”: Prof. Jap van Tysediik


  III.“Prevention of the Collapse of Western Civilization”: Dr. Roland Osterbrand


  IV.“The Disappearance of the Old American: A Study in Human Race Improvement”: Dr. Spencer A. Pike


  The Third International Eugenics Congress has convened at New York’s Museum of Natural History, and I have been invited by default. Even with my father attending the event, and Spencer the featured speaker, I might have been allowed to stay home and fend for myself, if not for the fact that mere weeks ago I had taken a blade to my skin, and gotten myself in trouble with Abigail Alcott.


  We are sitting near the lecture hall, in a room that has been converted into a private lounge for the bigwigs at the conference. Spencer is getting ready for his presentation; my father reads the program notes. Ruby is quiet as a ghost in one corner, her lips moving silently as she knits.


  We are the only ones left; the others have gone out to give their presentations, or to join the audience. So far we have met the pioneer of Michigan’s sterilization program, and a Cuban physiologist who blessed me in his mother tongue and said it was the duty of gifted women like myself to rescue the world by having more children. A New York physician who smelled of garlic spent an hour with Spencer, arguing about the annual expense of caring for the offspring of two feebleminded families ($2 million) versus the onetime cost of sterilizing the parents ($150).


  I peel an orange and watch through the window as visitors to the museum hurry up the stone steps. A man loses his hat in the wind, and it blows into the arms of a panhandler. A toddler sits down on a step three-quarters of the way up and begins to kick her feet with such force that her panties show, pink as a rose petal. And my father and husband argue about what, exactly, Spencer should cover in his presentation.


  “I don’t know, Harry,” Spencer says, pacing around a long chart unrolled like a hound’s tongue across the floor. “We’ve backed away from the pedigrees in the past year.”


  Spencer’s shoe brushes the edge of the pedigree chart. It is a long genetic octopus, a family tree with arms and legs that tangle and cross, as do those of most degenerate families. Spotted throughout are symbols, keyed on the side. A dark black circle signifies Insane. A hollow circle means Feebleminded. Black squares for those who were sent to reform school, white squares for those who were sexual offenders. This particular chart is as dotted as a leopard.


  Professor Pike made the decision to stop heralding the pedigree charts as the main thrust of the Vermont eugenics movement when he, Spencer, and my father were sitting at dinner and realized that three influential swing-voting members of the legislature had unwittingly showed up on their charts, descended from some of the most degenerate families in the state. Even the lieutenant governor was linked to one notorious family by marriage. They agreed to focus instead on the best way to encourage the Old Vermont stock to reproduce, and set up another subdivision of the VCCL—the Committee for the Handicapped—to do the dirty work, advocating legislation to prevent these people from marrying and breeding. This way, any controversy that swirled over the Sterilization Bill would not be associated with the three of them, personally.


  That night, we served turtle soup for dinner, which made me queasy, and I had to leave the table.


  “We did what we needed to, Spencer, to get the public support necessary to pass the sterilization law. But that’s done. It’s time to go back to the fundamentals.” My father walks over to me and takes a slice of orange, which he pops into his mouth. He waves his fingers in front of Spencer’s face. “Smell that? You can’t see it anymore... but you know it was there. You don’t have to mention the charts if you don’t want to, Spencer. Hell, you can burn them if it makes you feel better. But everyone in that room remembers the work we did to survey those families five years ago. Everyone is going to know what you’re not saying.” Then he walks out of the room.


  Spencer looks down at the chart. “What do you think?” he asks, and I nearly fall out of my chair.


  “What do I think?” I am so shocked to have been asked for my opinion that I can hardly find the words to give it. I think of the Gypsy whose son had been taken away by the welfare agencies. Of Gray Wolf, assuming I had come to ruin his life, simply because of the color of my skin.


  Reputations, once they’re made, precede you.


  “I think the damage has already been done,” I reply. Through the open doorway comes Spencer’s name, and a volley of applause.


  Once, as a little girl, my father had taken me to a similar, smaller convocation of eugenicists in San Francisco, where I survived a small earthquake. We were told to stand in a doorway until it passed, and I tried to come to terms with the fact that something as solid as the ground beneath my feet was not quite so secure after all.


  When five hundred people clap at once, it sounds like the earth is breaking to pieces all around you. Spencer rolls the pedigree chart up, tucks it under his arm, and strides into the lecture hall on this summon of thunder. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he begins, and I don’t have to listen anymore to know what he is going to say.


  I stand up and walk out of the room, hurrying down the stairs into one of the exhibit halls. Children and their nannies are dwarfed by an enormous re-creation of a brontosaurus. The pin of its head is so small and distant I can barely make out the hole of its eye socket. Its brain, I believe, was no bigger than my fist. Intelligence belonged to the tyrannosaurus across the way, with its formidable jaw and fence of teeth.


  And yet both of these creatures, the so-called inferior plant-eater and the ferocious carnivore, died out because of a change in the climate, or so Spencer has told me. In the end, it didn’t matter who was brighter or stronger or better or could reproduce the most efficiently. Bad weather, a circumstance beyond their control, had the upper hand.


  There is a distant rumbling, and I realize it is coming from overhead, as the audience applauds something Spencer has said.


  I turn to Ruby, who of course has only been a few steps behind me all along. “Let’s take a walk,” I suggest.
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  Rosabelle—answer—tell—pray, answer—look—tell—answer, answer—tell.


  —Code devised by Harry Houdini and his wife, based on an old vaudeville mind-reading routine, to prove his return as a spirit after his death.


  New York City, in the summer, cannot be so different from hell. The smell of sweat mixed with the brine from the pickle barrels of vendors, the tight press of a hundred people who look right through you, the newsboys selling tragedy for a nickel, the fumes of the taxis rising like wraiths—this is an underworld, and anyone in it can point you toward an escape hatch. In fact, it is the little girl living under an awning with her mother who rolls my dollar bill like a cigarette, tucks it behind her right ear, and leads Ruby and me to a brownstone three blocks away. A small, engraved sign hangs above the buzzer: HEDDA BARTH, SPIRITUALIST.


  The woman who opens the door is smaller even than Ruby, with long white hair that passes her shoulders. “Ladies,” says Hedda Barth, Medium of the Century. “What can I do for you?”


  If she is truly psychic, then she ought to know. I am about to back down the stairs when I feel Ruby push me from behind. “We might as well go all the way,” she whispers.


  Madame Hedda has been written up in the papers. She sparred with Houdini; she conjured the departed great-uncle of Mayor Walker. The chances of me being here again, and able to meet with her, are virtually nonexistent. “We were hoping to hold a séance, with your help,” I say.


  “But you have no appointment.”


  “No.” I raise my chin, the way I have seen my father do, in order to make her feel this was an oversight on her part, rather than mine. And sure enough, she steps aside to let us in.


  She leads us up a short staircase and holds out her hand to open the door. I wonder if I am the only one who notices that her fingers never touch it, that the knob swings open of its own accord.


  A hexagonal table waits for us in the dark. “There’s the small matter of payment,” Hedda says.


  “Money,” I answer, “is no object.”


  So Hedda instructs us to take seats and join hands. She scrutinizes my face and Ruby’s. “You’ve both suffered a loss,” she announces.


  Once I read a criticism of the spiritualist movement, in which a Parisian scientist offered free horoscope readings to passersby. Ninety-four percent of those given a reading found it personally accurate. In fact, each person had received the same horoscope, belonging to one of France’s most notorious mass murderers.


  We believe what we want to believe; we hear what we want to hear. What Hedda Barth has told me anyone could have guessed; why else would Ruby and I have come?


  But suddenly the table begins to shudder and rock, lifting up on two of its legs like a rearing stallion. Hedda’s eyes roll back in her head, and her mouth gapes open. I glance at Ruby, unsure of what to do, if this is normal.


  “Ma poule.” The voice is higher than Hedda’s, with a ribbon of lisp. My heart begins to pound on the roof of my mouth, and the baby kicks to be free.


  “Simone?” Ruby’s word is just barely that, the quiet puff of shock. I recognize, now, where I have heard that cadence before—it is Ruby’s own French Canadian, which creeps out when she is not careful or is tired or both.


  “Cherie, you tell your friend, there’s nothing to be scared of, no. We are all here waiting on her.”


  “That’s my sister,” Ruby says wildly. “Simone. She’s the only one who ever called me that—ma poule. My little hen.”


  The one who died from diphtheria. But her message, it’s lost in the translation. Waiting could signify so many things. Are they attending to my mother? Or are they expecting me?


  Suddenly the baby goes limp inside me. My arms fall to my sides; my worries dissolve on my tongue. This must be how people feel the moment before their automobile crashes into a tree. This is the white light we hear talk of; this is the quiet coming.


  This is something my own mother felt.


  There are so many questions I have—Will I ever see my son, or is that asking too much? Will he remember me? Will it hurt? Will I know when it’s going to happen? But right now, it is enough to have confirmation, to know that my instincts have been right.


  Madame Hedda is coming out of her trance. A line of drool curls down the left side of her mouth like a comma. I place a ten-dollar bill on the table, one I will tell Spencer that I lost. “Come back,” she says, and I realize that she means from the other side.
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  A comprehensive eugenics survey needs to locate, first, the inadequate in the state; second, to find out, if possible, why they exist.


  —Excerpt from a letter dated October 8, 1925, from H. H. Laughlin, Director of the Eugenics Record Office, to Harriet Abbott


  Dr. Craigh’s office is on Park Avenue, and as I finish buttoning my blouse I stare out the window at this street trying to be something it is not. Those trees, they are not fooling anyone; it is still the heart of a city, a place where pavement has triumphed over grass. The obstetrician himself dries his hands on a towel, just as unwilling to make eye contact with me after the exam as I am with him. “Mrs. Pike,” he says gruffly, “why don’t you join us in the office when you’re finished?”


  When I returned to the museum, where Spencer was still riding high on the praise of his colleagues, I did not tell him where Ruby and I had been. I didn’t even put up a fuss when he told me he’d made an appointment with this physician, the best in the Northeast for high-risk pregnancies. It is as simple as this: the decision has been taken out of my hands. I know what is going to happen, so there’s no reason to fight it.


  My father once invited the state medical examiner to dinner when I was a child. I remember him cutting blithely into the breast of a chicken to illustrate the nature of drowning. The horror, he said, pointing between the ribs with a knife, comes the moment you feel that your lungs will burst. But then you gasp and go under and inhale water. After that, all you feel is peace.


  I have gone under for the third time. I will lie on my back on the sandy bottom, and watch the sunset through a mile of sea.


  “Mrs. Pike,” the nurse says, poking her head through the doorway. “They’re waiting.”


  “Of course.” When I turn, I am wearing the smile I’ve pulled from my sleeve.


  She leads me down the hall. “You have that glow.”


  Maybe the radiance in pregnancy does not come from the joy of motherhood. Maybe we all think we are going to die.


  Dr. Craigh’s office is dark, paneled, male; a timeless cabin you might find on a clipper ship, clouded with the smoke of cigars. “Gomez pitched a shut-out last night,” Craigh is saying. “Between Lefty and Ruth and Gehrig, it’s a lock this year.”


  Spencer, who does not like baseball, surprises me. “The Athletics are looking pretty good again, if you ask me.”


  “Gehrig finished last season with 184 RBIs. You can’t seriously believe—oh, Mrs. Pike. Sit down right over there.” He gestures to the chair beside my husband.


  Spencer takes my hand and we both turn expectantly, like children called before the principal. “Good news,” Craigh announces. “Your pregnancy is as healthy as any I’ve ever seen.”


  Beside me, Spencer relaxes. “You see, Cissy?”


  “I completely understand your concerns, given your mother’s experience in childbirth. But based on her medical records, which your husband took the liberty of mailing to me, the complications of her pregnancy were related to her slight frame and the size of the baby. You may be carrying small, Mrs. Pike—but your hips are rather built for childbearing. Luckily, you must take after your father.”


  I think of my father’s tall, lean, narrow body; nothing like my own. But I smile back at him.


  “Not only are you going to deliver this baby safely and without incident,” Dr. Craigh continues, “but I will expect you to bring him back here to meet me.”


  I wonder how much Spencer has paid him, in advance, to lie to me.


  We stand and begin the round-robin of shaking hands. Spencer helps me down the three flights of stairs. “Craigh’s considered an expert,” he says. “Everyone, and I mean everyone, knows his name. You say the word baby, and someone mentions Craigh. So, really, I’d be quite comforted by his diagnosis.”


  He stamps a quick kiss on me. His arm slides around the thick of my waist; his other hand opens the door so that we can be swallowed by the city again. The sun is too bright; I can’t see a thing. I have to bring my hand up to shield my eyes; I have to let Spencer take me where I’m going.
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  We know what feeblemindedness is, and we have come to suspect all persons who are incapable of adapting themselves to their environment and living up to the conventions of society or acting sensibly of being feebleminded.


  —Henry Goddard, Feeblemindedness: Its Causes and Consequences, 1914


  In the end, I want to do it somewhere familiar. I think about it during the long train ride home. I am nearly giddy with what is to come. “I knew it,” Spencer says to my father in our private train car. “I knew this trip would be good for her.”


  By the time we arrive at home, it is nearly midnight. Peepers sing to us as we get out of the Packard, and the yellow eyes of a runaway cat watch me from the porch of the icehouse. When Spencer opens the door to our home, it sounds like a seal being broken.


  “Ruby, you can unpack in the morning,” Spencer orders, as we climb the stairs to the second floor. “Sweetheart, you too. You ought to be in bed.”


  “I need a bath,” I tell him. “A few minutes to relax alone.”


  At that, Ruby turns slowly. Her mouth is round with a question I do not let her ask. “You heard the professor,” I say, clipped. After weeks of camaraderie, these cold, sharp words are a weapon to drive her away. She hurries up the steps to the servants’ quarters, ducking her head and trying to understand what has gone wrong between us.


  In our room I gather a crisply folded nightgown and wrapper from my armoire. I wait outside the bathroom door until Spencer emerges. “I drew the bath,” he says, and smiles ruefully at my belly. “Are you sure if you get in, you’ll be able to get out?”


  I am committing to memory the keel of his smile, the landscape of his shoulders. All of the reasons I fell in love with Spencer swell at the base of my throat, so that I cannot say anything at all for a moment. “Don’t worry about me,” I answer finally, and I mean this for forever.


  A house settles like a fat man falling asleep: first there are light twitches in the walls and floorboard, the ceiling sighs, finally there is a great rolling heave of the atmosphere, and then everything goes still. The bathroom is heavy with steam; I peel off my clothing and let the mist settle over me. My heart beats so fast I am sure that I can see it beneath the skin—but when I look, the mirror has fogged. Instead of swiping it clear, I press my hands to the glass, leaving a mark. With one finger, I scrawl a single word: H... E... L... P. I picture what will happen when I am found, still and white as a marble statue. I think of how everyone will say the nicest things about me; how they will look at me with nothing but regret and love.


  By one in the morning, the bathwater has gone cold. My legs are drawn up on either side of my domed stomach; my wrists are balanced on my knees.


  Spencer’s straightedge sits on the lip of the tub.


  I pick it up carefully, and press a line just below the elbow. Blood wells up and I touch it with my finger; rub it on my mouth like lipstick. It tastes sticky, salty, like a penny left on the tongue. It is no surprise to find out I’ve gone bitter to the core.


  When that raw cut stops aching, I press the razor down again, a half-inch lower.


  Two parallel lines. My life, and my son’s. They will save him from the shell of me, and it will be a better life. Otherwise, from the moment he leaves my body, he will belong to someone else—Spencer, and my father. And one day, he will look at me the way they do—like someone who cannot understand the science they create; someone naïve enough to believe that a quantity as immeasurable as love might have the same combustible power as dynamite.


  And if, by some miracle, this baby turns out to be a girl, I think it will be worse. I will have failed, because Spencer is expecting a boy. Not only will I have to watch him treat her the way he has treated me... I will have to watch her make all the same mistakes I have: fall in love with a man who loves her because of what she is, not who she is; marry for companionship, only to see it makes her more lonely; bear a child, only to realize that she will never live up to what it deserves.


  Another line, and another. Blood swirls in the water of the tub, dreamy and pink. I have a railroad track on my arm. I am finally going somewhere, because there is nothing left for me here.


  My last cut, on the wrist, is the deepest. The pattern for this gash is already there, a blue chalked line beneath the surface.


  There will be one more knife, slicing me down the middle to save this baby. Doctors will finish the work I started here, peeling me open. They will stop and scratch their heads, stunned to discover how empty I am inside.


  A beating buzzes in my ears. It takes too much now, to keep my head erect. My body, big as it is, sinks under the water.


  The door bursts open, then, and Ruby leans into the tub, screaming in my face for me to hang on. She holds me when I cannot hold onto her. She is slick with my blood but somehow manages to heave me over the lip of the tub, so that I collapse wet and naked and bleeding on the bathroom floor as she shouts for Spencer. He appears in the doorway and hurries toward me. “Cissy, God, no.” He wraps a towel around my wrist, and when it soaks through immediately, turns white and runs out of the room. “You stay with her, you hear?” he cries to Ruby, who is too terrified to move. In the distance I hear him yelling into the phone for the doctor.


  With the only strength I have left, I reach out for Ruby and draw her close by fisting my hand in her nightgown. “Save the baby,” I beg, hoarse, but she is sobbing too hard to hear me. So I curl my good hand around her neck. I kiss her on the lips, so that she can taste my pain. “Save my baby,” I whisper. “Promise!”


  Ruby nods, her eyes locked on mine. “Promise.”


  “All right then,” I say, and I let those waves close over my head.
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  The rights of the individual cannot be fully safeguarded when he is being compelled to support in the midst of his community the lawless, the immoral, the degenerate, and the mentally defective.


  —H. F. Perkins, Lessons from a Eugenical Survey of Vermont: First Annual Report, 1927


  Everything is white. The ceiling, the light, the tattoos on the backs of my eyes. The bandages, which are laced so tight up my arm from shoulder to hand that I can feel my pulse under the skin, as if I need to be reminded that I am alive in spite of it all.


  The bedroom is too hot. For as long as I can remember the window has been stuck; we make do with an electric fan. But even that doesn’t help, and when I kick back the bedclothes I notice them—Spencer, and Dr. DuBois, standing in front of the door. “Joseph,” Spencer says, “I know this will stay within these walls.”


  Dr. DuBois is the most prominent physician in Burlington. He delivered me; he will no doubt deliver my baby. “Spencer...”


  “Please. I’m asking as a friend.”


  “There are places, you know, in the country, where she’d be looked after. All rolling meadows and wicker rocking chairs—we’re not talking Waterbury.”


  “No. I can’t do that to her.”


  “To Cissy? Or to yourself?” Dr. DuBois shakes his head. “It’s not about you this time, Spencer,” he says, and then he lets himself out.


  Spencer sits down on the edge of the bed and stares at me. “I’m sorry,” I manage.


  “Yes, you are,” he answers, and in spite of the brutal heat in this bedroom, a shiver runs down my spine. Once again, Spencer has found me lacking.
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  Q.What is meant by negative eugenics?


  A.This deals with the elimination of the dysgenic elements from society. Sterilization, immigration, legislation, laws preventing the fertile unfit from marrying, etc., come under this head.


  —American Eugenics Society,

  A Eugenics Catechism, 1926


  It is a full week before Spencer leaves me in the house alone with Ruby, and then only because his undergraduate students have returned. “You can call me, you know, any time,” he says.


  I look up from the scone I am buttering. “All right.”


  “Maybe we could go out for ice cream tonight. If you’re feeling up to it.” This is Spencer’s way of telling me to be alive when he gets home. “Well, then.” He is so handsome in his lightweight suit, with his hair slicked back and his bow tie as level as the scales of justice. I know he is staring at the butter knife in my hands, wondering whether it can do damage. Before his eyes I lick the dull blade clean, just to watch his reaction.


  “I’ll send Ruby in,” he says, and he flees.


  Ruby, who has done her best to avoid me, drags herself into the kitchen as Spencer’s car mutters down the drive. “Miz Pike,” she says.


  “Miss Weber.”


  “If you were my friend,” Ruby bursts out, “you would have told me you were going to do that.” Her eyes fix on the bandages on my wrist.


  “But then, by definition, you wouldn’t have let me,” I answer quietly.


  I am saved from having to say anymore by a commotion outside. “Coons,” Ruby tells me, going for the shotgun we keep behind the pantry door for things such as this.


  “Then they’re rabid. It’s broad daylight.” I push past Ruby, gathering bullets from the sugar bowl in the cabinet. We step out the back door and look around, but the only motion comes from two dragonflies playing tag.


  Ruby thumps the butt of the shotgun onto the ground. “Whatever it was is gone now.”


  I am about to agree with her when I notice that the door to the icehouse is ajar. It is a small outbuilding left from my grandmother’s years in this home, before it was passed down to me through my mother’s will. Blocks of ice cut from Lake Champlain in the winter get delivered every few days, and sit packed in sawdust in the shed until we chip some off for the icebox in the kitchen. Spencer is meticulous about keeping the door shut tight. “If I want water with my scotch,” he says, “I can get that from the tap.”


  I pluck the shotgun from Ruby’s hand. “Stay here,” I say, so of course she follows. We climb onto the icehouse porch and slip inside, letting our eyes adjust to the lack of light. Only someone who has spent as much time trolling through darkness as I have would be able to sense that third body in the room. “Come out,” I call, braver than I feel.


  Nothing.


  “I said come out!” By now I am imagining robbers, rapists, thieves. Because I have nothing left to lose, I raise the shotgun and fire at the closest block of ice. It explodes, and Ruby screams, and behind my left shoulder a man yells, “Goddamn!”


  Gray Wolf comes out from his hiding spot, hands up, like in the movies. His face is wreathed in a strange combination of pride and shock.


  “What are you doing here?” Now that it is over, my hands are shaking. Ruby cowers against the doorway of the shed. “It’s all right,” I tell her. “I know him.”


  “You know him?” Ruby’s mouth drops, a perfect O.


  It is possible that he has come to steal from us, or to hurt me. It would have been easy enough to follow me home after that day at the Gypsy camp. But it makes more sense to have robbed our home when we were gone, in New York City. And it doesn’t account for the moccasins, which I am sure he left for me to find.


  More than anything, I do not want this moment to be the one where I turn out to be the sort of person he accused me of being the last time we met.


  “Gray Wolf,” I say, “this is Ruby. Ruby, Gray Wolf.” I present them to each other as if we were all British nobles at a ball. I dare either of them to comment.


  “I’m going to call the professor,” Ruby murmurs under her breath.


  I catch her by the elbow. “Don’t.” This small seed of trust slips from my palm into hers.


  But she has been living in the house of a eugenicist. And not even Ruby’s French Canadian background looks quite as dark, compared to that of a Gypsy. “Miz Pike,” she says, her eyes sliding to his face. “He’s... he’s...”


  “Hungry,” I supply. “Maybe you could get us something from the kitchen?”


  She swallows whatever she is about to say, nods, and heads for the house. When we are alone, Gray Wolf lifts my arm and traces a finger down the spiral of bandage. “You’ve been hurt.” I nod. “An accident?”


  Looking away, I shake my head.


  He continues to examine the gauze, visibly upset. “I brought you something to keep you safe. But I guess I didn’t get here quick enough.”


  He pulls a leather pouch from his pocket, which is attached to a long loop of rawhide. It smells faintly of summertime, and him. “Black ash, ground hemlock, yellow lady’s slipper.” Gray Wolf’s eyes dart to my abdomen. “For both of you.” He slips it over my neck and I feel myself leaning into him, feel the leather burning against my skin. “Kizi Nd’aib nidali.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “ ‘I have been there.’”


  I look into Gray Wolf’s face and I believe him. This man knows what it is like to be thrown into a place that might very well kill him, if he doesn’t do it himself. It is there in his eyes—black, the color that’s left when all the other color in the world is swallowed whole.


  “What’s the word for ‘thank you’?” I ask.


  “Wliwni.”


  “Wliwni, then.” I touch the beading on the pouch, an intricate turtle. “How did you know where to find me?”


  That, finally, makes him smile. “Everyone in Burlington knows where your husband lives.”


  “You left the moccasins on the porch for me.”


  “I left them for the baby.” He leans against the supporting beam of the icehouse porch. His hair spills over his shoulders.


  “You shouldn’t have come,” I say.


  “Why not?”


  “Spencer wouldn’t like it.”


  “I didn’t come for him, Lia,” Gray Wolf replies. “I came for you.”


  I do not know what to say, which is just as well, because something catches his eye—Ruby, who has ferried a tray filled with lemonade and scones onto the porch of the house. As we walk toward the refreshments, I feel the medicine pouch sway against me. Gray Wolf and I are the only two people in the world who know it is there. I wonder how and why he has twice now called me Lia, when I have never introduced myself to him that way.
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  The social life of the Old Americans sets the social tone of the community. They are the charter members of society, and the rules that they make governing social intercourse are the rules that all others would follow.


  —Elin Anderson, We Americans: A Study of Cleavage in an American City, 1937


  Forks ring against fine china, and the sound of crystal glasses singing makes me think there might be angels in the rafters. My father and Spencer and I have the best table at the Ethan Allen Club—the one uniformly agreed upon to be the choice location in the dining room for watching the sun set. Through the roses and nasturtium in the center of the table I watch my father flatter the wife of Allen Sizemore, Dean of Sciences. “So,” Allen asks, smiling. “When do you expect the big day?”


  I do not realize, at first, that he is talking about the baby. “Not soon enough, I bet,” his wife says. “I remember feeling fat as a tick on a hound by the end.”


  I like Mrs. Sizemore, who tells it as she sees it. She reaches across the table to pat my hand. “You hang in there, Cissy. It’ll be over before you know it.”


  “Over?” Allen laughs. “Just beginning, you mean. Why, Spencer will start nodding off in the middle of lectures, after changing diapers all night long. And Harry, maybe we’ll engrave Grandpa on your office door just for good measure.”


  “This baby will be absolutely perfect,” my father promises. “He’ll have his papa’s brain—which means he’ll be smart enough to sleep through the night. And he’ll have his mama’s beauty—which means if he does wake up, he’ll charm his exhausted nanny.”


  “Nanny?” I turn to Spencer.


  He glares at my father. “That was going to be a surprise.”


  “But I don’t want a nanny.”


  “Darling,” Spencer jokes, “she’s not for you.”


  Everyone at the table laughs. I look down at my lap, mortified. Hiking up my sleeve a little, I make sure the bandage is showing, and then I reach for my wineglass, my eyes on Spencer the whole time.


  “Mercy, Cecelia... did you hurt yourself?” As I have expected, Mrs. Sizemore has noticed right away.


  “As a matter of fact—” I begin, but Spencer interrupts.


  “She burned her arm on the stove.” He stares at me with a look that brooks no argument. “She really needs to be more careful.”


  “You didn’t tell me,” my father says, reaching for my wrist.


  “It was nothing,” I pull away and in the process, knock over my wineglass. The cabernet spills, bright as my blood, across my lap.


  It seems everyone in the room summons the waiter at once. He comes out of the woodwork with a stack of snowy napkins. His face, wide and brown, reminds me of Gray Wolf’s. He begins to dab at my thighs.


  “For God’s sake,” Spencer explodes. “Get your hands off her!”


  He takes over, mopping up the mess. “It’s only a dress, Spencer,” I say. And to the waiter, without thinking: “Wliwni.” Thank you.


  The waiter’s eyes fly to my face, as do everyone else’s at the table. “Well?” I demand of the waiter, pretending he has heard me wrong. “Who do you think you are?” I turn to the table at large. “Excuse me while I visit the ladies’ room.” As I sweep from the sumptuous dining room I can feel the Gypsy watching. I wish I could apologize to him. I wish I could tell him I understand: the higher you raise your hopes, the farther you have to fall.
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  Draft statistics showed Vermont to be almost at the top of the list of physical and mental defectives. It has been suggested that this may be due to the large number of French Canadians in the population.


  —H. F. Perkins, Project #1, ESV archive, “Projects—Old,” 1926


  Somehow, Gray Wolf knows when to come. I find him on my porch when Spencer is lecturing and Ruby has gone into town to the butcher. He steps out from behind a tree when I take a walk at dusk in the woods. When he does not appear himself, I discover more gifts on the porch: a small sweetgrass basket, a miniature snowshoe, a sketch of a running horse. When we are together, I wonder where he has been all my life.


  I know better than to encourage this. He comes from the fraying edge of a society; he holds on by a thread. Me, I’ve grown up right at its woven center. He is dark and quiet and completely different from me, which is exactly why I should put distance between us. But it is also the reason I find him so fascinating.


  If you walk down the street in Burlington you can see all sorts of people—Irish, Italians, Gypsies, Jews—but you learn, growing up on the Hill, to wear blinders. You notice only the people who look like you—women with the same permanent waves in their hair and children with sailor collars and men who smell of bay rum. I have not asked Gray Wolf why he keeps seeking me out, but I imagine it is the same reason I wait for him—for the risk of it, for the sheer surprise of pressing one’s nose to the glass and finding someone staring back on the other side.


  What would Spencer say if he knew the person I most identify with is a Gypsy, who, like me, doesn’t fit into this world?


  Today I don’t expect to see Gray Wolf, and I am truly disappointed. I won’t be at home during the day—instead, I have come to attend the Klifa Club’s monthly meeting. It is the premier women’s social club in Burlington; my membership was a given, based on my social standing in the community.


  Spencer encouraged me to come to town today. Dressed in long sleeves, to cover my bandages, no one would be able to tell. “Besides,” he suggested over breakfast, “a little musical entertainment might be soothing.”


  So I spend two hours listening to a harpist, and another half-hour trying not to fall asleep as a botanist drones on about the gardens of Italy. I suffer through lemonade and finger sandwiches, as women discreetly pat the mound of my abdomen and tell me what I already know—that I am carrying a boy. I fan myself with the program and slip down the stairs when the ladies are discussing next month’s event.


  Gray Wolf is waiting for me beneath the green awning of the bank, smoking a cigarette, as if we have agreed to meet. There is just one moment of shock that he’s found me, even in town, but he only raises his dark eyebrows and offers me a cigarette too. We start walking. We don’t talk, at first. We don’t need to.


  “The Klifa Club,” he says finally.


  “Yes.”


  “What’s it like?”


  “Magnificent, of course. We eat on plates made of 14-karat gold, and hold audiences with kings of small European countries. Why else would it be so exclusive?”


  He laughs. “Beats me.” As we come to a street corner, he takes my elbow, and I instantly freeze. Although we have met many times now, I can count on one hand the number of occasions Gray Wolf has touched me. This friendship, this easy conversation is one thing, but there are certain lines even I cannot cross. Noticing, he lets go of me and fills the fissure between us with words. “What’s a Klifa, anyway?”


  “A mistake. It was supposed to be Klifra, which is Icelandic for climber.”


  “As in ‘social’?”


  “No, these women don’t have to climb. They’ve already staked their claim at the top.” I shrug. “What’s in a name,” I quote, before I remember that Gray Wolf would not know Shakespeare.


  “Ask Juliet,” he answers dryly, fully aware of what I am thinking. “And to answer your question, a name can mean everything. Sometimes, it’s all you have.”


  “You call me Lia,” I say. “Why?”


  He pauses. “Because you don’t look like a Cissy.”


  “What would my name be in your language?”


  He shakes his head. “No one uses my language anymore.”


  “You do.”


  “That’s because I don’t have anything left to lose.” He glances at me, but I’m not giving up that easily. “There isn’t a literal translation. You can’t always take an English word and turn it into Alnôbak.” Gray Wolf nods at my brooch, a small clock pinned to my white blouse. “See, this is Papizwokwazik. But it doesn’t mean clock. It’s ‘the thing that ticks.’ A beaver might be called Tmakwa—a tree cutter—or abagôlo—flat tail—or awadnakwazid—the wood carrier... depending on how you see it.”


  I love the idea that a name might change based on who you are at a given moment in time. “Awadnakwazid,” I repeat, rolling the syllables on my tongue. Consonants stick to the roof of my mouth. “I wish I had a name like Gray Wolf.”


  “Then give yourself one. That’s what I did.” He shrugs. “My birth name, it’s John... Azo. But Gray Wolf describes me better. And I figured if the whole world saw me as an Indian, I ought to have a name that backs them up.”


  We have turned onto College Street now, which is busy and crowded. I know the mother walking with her daughter and the businessman leaning on an ivory cane and the two young soldiers are all wondering what someone like me is doing with someone like Gray Wolf. I wonder who else will see us. It is part of the excitement.


  “I used to stand on the roof of my father’s house and think about jumping,” I say.


  “Your father’s house,” he repeats.


  “Well, it’s ours now, but yes. Once, I even did it. I broke my arm.”


  “Why did you want to jump?”


  No one has ever asked me that question. Not my father, afterward; not the doctors at the hospital who set the bones. “Because I could.” I turn to him and make the traffic flow around us. “Give me a name.”


  He stares at my face for a long moment. “Sokoki,” he says. “One who has broken away.”


  Suddenly, behind me, I hear myself being called. “Cissy?” Spencer’s voice is carried on the shoulders of passersby. “Is that you?”


  Maybe I have wanted to be discovered all along; maybe I have been expecting this. But when Spencer stands in front of Gray Wolf, my insides go to water and my legs begin to shake. I would fall, if not for Spencer catching me. “Darling?”


  “I’m just a little light-headed, after the Klifa Club meeting.”


  Spencer looks dismissively at Gray Wolf. “Chief, you can move along.”


  “I’m not a chief.”


  With my heart in my throat I reach into my pocketbook and take out a dollar bill. “All right,” I interrupt, as if Gray Wolf and I have been in the middle of a business deal, “but this is all I’m willing to pay for it.”


  He plays along, but disappointment shadows his eyes. “Thank you, ma’am.” He hands me a small bundle wrapped in a handkerchief, the first thing he can find in his pocket for a sham transaction. Then he vanishes into the masses walking toward the university.


  “I’ve told you not to talk to beggars,” Spencer says, taking my arm. “Once they see you’re an easy target, they’ll never leave you alone.”


  “It’s Christian charity,” I murmur.


  “What on earth did he manage to sell you, anyway?”


  I peek inside the folds of the handkerchief, and go dizzy again. “A trinket,” I say, and stuff the miniature portrait into my purse before Spencer recognizes the face, a perfect twin to the one that sits on my dressing table to help me remember my mother.
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  Within the ranks of the Old Americans are many individuals who transcend the group pattern, question the status quo, think creatively about community or social problems, and even consider the possibility of a different and perhaps even better Burlington. As long as they do not go too far with their questioning, the group will uphold them; and they seldom do go too far, knowing the price they would have to pay.


  —Elin Anderson, We Americans: A Study of Cleavage in an American City, 1937


  In my dream I can even feel it, the square box of its body and the white face with a small scale of numbers and a quivering needle. There is writing on the handheld base: Tri-Field Natural EM Meter. A man with hair as long as a woman’s explains the settings: Magnetic, sum, electric, radio/microwave, battery test. He wears a faded T-shirt and denims, like a field hand.


  What is a cell phone?


  I wake up, sweating. Even the fan blowing over the surface of the bed can’t make up for the fact that the windows are stuck shut. The other side of the bed is empty. Restless, I walk to the bathroom and splash water on my face. Padding downstairs, I try to find Spencer.


  He is in his study. The lights are all out, with the exception of a green accountant’s shade lamp on his desk. Several of his pedigree charts are unraveled on the hardwood floor like old roads, and through the open windows, bullfrogs are calling his name. When he lifts his head, I realize he has been drinking.


  “Cissy. What time is it?”


  “Past two.” I take a tentative step forward. “You should come up to bed.”


  He buries his face in his hands. “What woke you?”


  “The heat.”


  “Heat.” Spencer picks up his glass and drains it. An ant crawls across the desk, and in one smooth move he smacks the base of the tumbler down to crush it.


  “Spencer?”


  He wipes off the glass with his handkerchief and looks up at me. “Do you think,” he asks quietly, “that they feel it? Do you think they know it’s coming?”


  I shake my head, confused. “You need to go to sleep.”


  Before I realize what he is doing, Spencer has twisted me onto his lap. He holds my arm fast, and touches the spot where the bandage has been taped in the crook of my elbow. “Do you know how it would kill me to lose you?” he whispers, fierce. “Do you have any idea what you mean to me?”


  My lips barely move. “No.”


  “Oh, Cissy.” He buries his face between my breasts, his breath falling over our baby. “You’re the reason I do it.”
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  The small Old American group has been helped to maintain its predominant position by the strength of its traditional feeling of the racial superiority of the Anglo-Saxon.


  —Elin Anderson, We Americans: A Study of Cleavage in an American City, 1937


  Ruby is the one who tells me he is waiting.


  “Spencer’s inside,” I say, panicking the minute I see Gray Wolf on our porch, with the morning sun slung over his shoulders like a matador’s cape.


  “Ask me,” he demands.


  I glance into the house. Spencer is in the tub. And I have so many questions. “Did you know my mother?” When he nods, it is no surprise. “What was she like?”


  His gaze softens. “You.”


  There are no words in the place where I have arrived. “More,” I manage.


  So he tells me what she looked like, standing on this very porch, in this home where she grew up before marrying my father. He paints the color of her hair, and it matches mine. He tells me how she could whistle louder than any girl he’d ever known, and that her clothes always smelled of lemons. He had worked for her father as a seasonal field laborer—back when this property was a producing farm, before that parcel of land was sold off to the current neighbors.


  He tells me that once, on a dare, my mother drove a tractor onto the UVM green at midnight.


  He tells me that she wanted a daughter, more than anything, so that she could grow up all over again.


  I lean against the exterior wall of the house and close my eyes. I have waited my whole life for this moment. Will my child be as lucky? Will there be someone, years from now, to tell him about me?


  I blink at Gray Wolf. “I’m going to die.”


  “Lia,” he says, “we all are.”


  The door opens suddenly. Spencer’s hair is still wet, and there are small damp patches on his shirt where his skin pinks through the cotton. “I thought I heard you talking to someone,” he accuses, and I wonder if Gray Wolf hears how the edge of his words are as sharp as a razor.


  “This is Gray Wolf,” I announce. “I’m hiring him.”


  Spencer stares, trying to figure out why Gray Wolf’s face is so familiar... but he will not be able to. That day on the street, Spencer had wanted nothing more than to dismiss a Gypsy. For Gray Wolf to stand out in his mind, he would have had to be important enough to leave an impression in the first place.


  “The roof needs work. Both here, and the icehouse. You told me to hire a handyman to take care of it. Gray Wolf, this is my husband, Professor Pike.”


  Spencer looks one last time between Gray Wolf and myself. “There’s a ladder in the garage,” he says finally. “Go on, then. You can start with the drainpipes.”


  “Yes, sir.” Gray Wolf’s expression is blank. He strikes off toward the shed to start working a job he never asked for.


  Spencer watches him leave. “Where did you find him?”


  “The Hardings,” I lie.


  “Cal Harding?” This will impress Spencer; our neighbor is a stickler for detail. “Did they check his references?”


  “Spencer, he’s patching a roof, not signing on as the nanny.”


  From a distance comes the clatter of things being moved in too small a space. “I don’t like him,” Spencer says.


  “Well,” I answer. “I do.”
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  Eugenics is the scientific projection of our sense of self-preservation and our parental instincts.


  —O. F. Cook, “Quenching Life on the Farm: How the Neglect of Eugenics Subverts Agriculture and Destroys Civilization,” from a review by E. R. Eastman in the Journal of Heredity, 1928


  As a child, I used to go to my father’s office at the university and pretend his big leather desk chair was a throne, and I was the Queen of Everything. My subjects—pencils, paperweights—lined up at attention on the desk to hear me speak and watch me twirl in circles. My court jester, a typewriter carriage with a bell at each return, sat at my elbow. I was only three-and-a-half feet tall, and I pretended I could fill this space with as much command as my father.


  He is sitting at the desk, laboring over a legal pad, when I let myself inside. Seeing me, he puts down his work. “Cissy! This is a nice surprise. What brings you to town?”


  For the past few days, my belly has been stretched to breaking, my skin on the verge of splitting. “Your grandson wanted to pay a visit.”


  He sees me looking at his chair, and he smiles slowly. “Did you want to take a spin, for old time’s sake?”


  Ruefully, I shake my head. “I wouldn’t fit.”


  “Of course you would. I’ve seen Allen Sizemore stuff his considerable, er, assets into that seat.” When I don’t laugh along with him, he stands and reaches for my hand. “Tell me what’s the matter.”


  Oh, God, where would I even start? With the way I look at a blade as a silver opportunity? With the nightmares I have of my own father and Spencer, pulling this baby out from between my legs? Or should I appeal to him as a scientist: Hypothesis—fear is a room six feet by six feet, without any windows or doors.


  What comes out of my mouth instead is a single word. “Mama,” I whisper.


  “She would have been so proud of you. She would have loved to see this baby.” He pauses. “It’s perfectly natural to worry. But Cissy, you’re a different woman from your mother, God rest her soul. You’re stronger.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because part of you came from me.” Suddenly he tugs me into his leather chair. He spins it slowly, a carousel.


  “Daddy!”


  “What? Who’s here to see?”


  So I lean my head back and try to find the eye at the center of the cyclone. My feet fly out in front of me, my hands rest heavy on the armrests. “That’s my girl,” my father says, and he brings me to a stop. “I might come out to your place this afternoon. I hear you’re having some work done by a Gypsy.”


  “Yes.” I wonder what else Spencer has told him.


  “Never hired one, myself.” My father leans against the desk. “There was an Indian in grade school with me. Linwood... good God, I can’t believe I remember his name. This kid was as Indian as the Indian on a buffalo head nickel. Braids and all. Of course, every boy back then played cowboys and Indians. The highlight of the summer was heading up to South Hero, where there would be Indians at camp to teach us to make trails in the woods and such... but that was all for play, you know. Linwood, though... he lived it. He could actually trap and hunt and shoot a bow. Hell, he could make a bow.” There is a strange tone of admiration in my father’s voice. “He wore moccasins to school,” he says faintly. “He did all sorts of things the rest of us couldn’t do.”


  I wonder if something as simple as this could have been the raw splinter that stuck in my father’s mind, the one that brought him to eugenics in the first place. A chance meeting that means nothing at the time might bloom into an event of enormous importance. You don’t think twice about an Indian boy’s coveted leather shoes, but you may never forget them. You ignore the man staring at you across the stage of a July 4th historical pageant, until it seems he was fated to be there.


  I study his face. “What about Mama? Did she know any Indians?”


  The light leaves my father’s eyes. “No,” he answers. “They scared her to death.”
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  June 13, 1933


  Miss Martha E. Leighton


  Agricultural Extension Building


  City


  Dear Miss Leighton:


  I think I shall choose “Registered Human Stock” as the topic for discussion with the 4-H older boys the last of the month.


  Sincerely yours,


  Henry F. Perkins


  —Correspondence from H. F. Perkins, ESV and VCCL papers, Public Records Office, Middlesex, VT


  The town diner looks the same, a squat clapboard eyesore sitting like a blister on the lip of the town. What makes no sense, though, are the odd things surrounding it. There are more cars than I have ever seen in all of Burlington, in the sleekest of shapes. A boy with wheels on his feet rattles past me. When I turn the corner, the long-haired man stands up, and he hands me his heart.


  Waking abruptly, I stir in Spencer’s arms. “What is it?” he murmurs.


  “A dream.”


  “What were you dreaming?”


  I have to think about this for a moment. “The future, I think.”


  Spencer’s hand splays over our son. “That’s a start,” he says.
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  Styla Nestor, a cousin by marriage to Gray Wolf Delacour, relates his heavy periodic drinking and sex immorality to his Gypsy-like travel, due most likely to the fact that overseers and townspeople wanted to get rid of him. The only semi-permanent address she could recall for her cousin, in fact, was the State Prison.


  —From the files of Abigail Alcott, social worker


  The afternoon sun is a cat, tickling me beneath the chin. Bolting upright in bed, I check the clock, and then check it again. I am shocked to have slept so late; I wonder why Ruby has not come in to wake me.


  I wash and dress and run a comb through my hair, in a hurry to get outside. The steady beat of the hammer overhead tells me Gray Wolf is already working on the roof, and there is so much I want to ask him.


  “Coffee?” Ruby asks, as I come into the kitchen.


  “Not now.”


  “Miz Pike—” she says, when I am already halfway out the back door.


  I shade my eyes with a hand, heading in the direction of the noise. “Gray Wolf?” I call, and nearly lose my footing when my husband’s face peers over the edge of the roof instead. “Spencer, what are you doing here?”


  “Finishing what I should have done myself. I don’t have to teach until this afternoon.” He tucks the hammer in the back loop of his belt and begins a careful climb down to the porch, leaving the ladder propped against the house near the sealed bedroom window. “I fired him,” he says, when we are facing each other.


  “What... what did he do?”


  “What didn’t he do, Cissy?” Spencer hands me a paper from his pocket. It is a carbon copy of a court conviction from nearly two decades years ago, in which John “Gray Wolf” Delacour was sentenced to twenty-five years in jail for murder. Stapled to it is a second page—the paroled release of Gray Wolf from the Vermont State Prison, dated July 4th of this year.


  “He was here alone with you and Ruby, for God’s sake!”


  “He isn’t like that,” I blurt out.


  “Cissy. Did he tell you he’d served time in prison?”


  My gaze slides away. “I didn’t ask.”


  Spencer’s hand cups my cheek. “That’s why you have me.”
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  John “Gray Wolf ” Delacour is alleged to be the grandchild of Missal Delacour, the old Gypsy. John does not show the colored blood quite as dark as his ancestor, but has the loose, shambling walk of the Gypsy. He is considered by his own relations to be arrogant, ignorant, and immoral, although he has managed to learn to read and write. If you are interested in Evolution you won’t have to trace back very far from John Delacour to find the Missing Link.


  —From the journals of Abigail Alcott, social worker


  As anyone who’s ever contracted it knows, lies are an infectious disease. They slip under the almond slivers of your fingernails and into your bloodstream. Maybe this is why it comes so easily to me—the fabrication of a doctor’s appointment to check the progress of the baby, the hurried drive into town, the turn I take to bring me to the camp on the edge of the lake.


  This time as I walk through the labyrinth of tents, I notice the color. A woman steps outside to shake wrinkles from a rainbow-ribboned coat, brilliant silks spilling like paint across the dust. It is Madame Soliat, I realize—the fortune-teller from the Exposition on the Fourth of July. A few tents away an old woman hunches over a stool, lashing a thin ash splint to a wide-lipped basket. A calico cat plays at her feet; a splash of canary sits on her shoulder. Men who work the carnival circuit pack their wares in brightly painted boxes, loading up for the next journey to a country fair. My whole life, it seems, is pale by comparison.


  When I walk up to the basket weaver she pretends she can see right through me. “Excuse me,” I say. Her cat yowls, and runs away. “I’m looking for Gray Wolf. John Delacour?”


  Maybe it is my advanced pregnancy; maybe it is the wildness in my eyes—but this old woman gets to her feet and plucks the canary from her shoulder to sit on the back of her chair. Leaving the unfinished basket on the ground, she begins to limp toward the woods.


  We walk for several minutes, past the point where the Gypsy tents thin out. The old woman points me toward a copse of pine trees that grow up the base of a steep hill, and she leaves me to my own devices. My legs begin to burn with exertion; I am not certain I will make it. I am even beginning to have doubts that this woman understood who I was looking for, when suddenly the forest opens into a small clearing. The ground is uneven, as if the earth is boiling just under the crabgrass. In the middle of these mounds sits Gray Wolf.


  He gets up when he sees me coming and a smile washes over his face. “I didn’t know when I would get to see you,” he says, relieved.


  Uneasy, I fold my arms across my stomach. “You lied to me. Spencer found out that you were in jail. And my father says that my mother never knew you. That she was terrified of people like you.”


  “People like me. Did it ever occur to you that maybe I’m not the one here who was lying?”


  “What reason would they have to lie?”


  “Why does anyone?” he says. “Down by the river, you go ask any of those people who they are, and they’re gonna tell you they’re dark French. Or that they’re cousins, six times removed, from someone Irish or Italian. I know one family that passes themselves off as Negro or Mohawk, because even that’s not quite as bad as being Abenaki. You should understand, Lia, that there can’t be any Indians around. Because that would mean someone lived here before all those old Vermonters who think they came first.”


  “That has nothing to do with going to prison for murder,” I argue. “You don’t get convicted of a crime if you didn’t do it.”


  “No?” He takes a step toward me. “Did Spencer tell you about the man I killed? He was a supervisor at the granite quarry, and he was beating a man for not hauling stone fast enough. A man who was seventy-nine years old, and who happened to be my grandfather, and who died in front of my eyes.”


  I recall Abigail’s reports: John Delacour is an absolute liar... it is impossible to get the truth out of him. “A jury would understand that.”


  “Not when there were people who wanted to get rid of me,” Gray Wolf says. “People jurors listen to.”


  Immediately, I think of my father, dining with Governor Wilson shortly before the passage of the Sterilization Bill in the legislature. Of Dr. DuBois, who could not convince Spencer to send me to an institution... and who would dare not breathe a word to the community about Professor Pike’s suicidal wife. “You didn’t serve your whole sentence,” I realize.


  “No. Believe it or not, I finally had something they wanted, something I could bargain with.” He looks down and stamps at a patch of grass with his heel. “The warden, he was real excited about the new sterilization law. Inmates who volunteered for a vasectomy got to shave five whole years off their time. For me, that was freedom.”


  It is one thing to have Spencer talk of sterilization in the abstract; it is another thing entirely to discuss a vasectomy with a man who has had one. “But at what cost,” I murmur, my cheeks flaming.


  “I wasn’t thinking of what they would do to me, or of the family I’d never have. I was thinking that if I got out, I might get to meet the child I already knew about, the one born after I went to jail.” Gray Wolf lifts my chin. “Lia,” he says, “you were worth it.”


  SEVEN


  September 1, 1932


  We have seen more than once that the public welfare may call upon the best citizens for their lives. It would be strange if it could not call upon those who already sap the strength of the state for these lesser sacrifices, often not felt to be such by those concerned, in order to prevent our being swamped with incompetence... Three generations of imbeciles are enough.


  —Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, delivering the opinion of the Supreme Court of Appeals of the State of Virginia, in the 1927 case of Buck v. Bell, which upheld the sterilization of a “probably potential parent of socially inadequate offspring.”


  Once upon a time, when my mother was my age, she fell in love. Not with one of the long-faced boys who held their straw boaters like wheels in their hands, boys who walked down from the university clutching bouquets, boys who called my imposing grandfather Sir. Not with Harry Beaumont, a young professor who stood first in line for the prize that was my mother; a scientist nearly ten years older than she was who spoke of love and natural selection in the same sentence. My mother was courted by Harry and these other young men on the porch, and meanwhile she looked over their shoulders at a Gypsy laborer who worked in their fields.


  His skin was the color of the polished piano she played for her mother’s friends at teatime; his hair was longer than hers. His eyes were as sharp as a hawk’s, and sometimes when she was in the privacy of her bedroom with the curtains closed she knew that he could still see her. When she brought water out to the Indian workers—the only contact she was allowed—she could feel him swimming through her veins.


  She had spent seventeen years being an exemplary daughter. She had attended finishing school; she crossed her legs at the ankles; she washed her face each night with buttermilk to make it glow. She was being groomed to be an exemplary wife, something she had known all along, but now the concept seemed like a fancy coat tucked away in a hope chest: trying it on after all these years, it did not fit quite as well as she had expected.


  One day in the field, he was the last one to turn in his tin cup. Sweat ran down his bare chest, and there was a streak of dirt across his brow. He smelled of the blueberries he’d been picking. His teeth seemed too white when he spoke. “Who are you?” he asked.


  She could have said, Lily Robinson. Or, Quentin Robinson’s daughter. Or, Harry Beaumont’s intended. But that wasn’t what he had been asking. For the first time in her life she wondered why she defined herself as part of someone else.


  He began to leave her small gifts on the porch: a pair of tiny moccasins; a sweetgrass basket; a sketch of a running horse. She learned that his name was John.


  On their first date, she lied and told her parents that she was spending the night at a girlfriend’s. He met her halfway down the road into town. He took her hand, as if they had been doing that forever, and told her that his home was the world, that the sky was its roof. They walked to the edge of the river and pulled the stars close as a blanket. When he lay her down to kiss her, his hair fell over their faces, a curtain for privacy.


  He was a year younger than she was, and nothing like the Gypsies she’d been hearing of her whole life. John wasn’t dirty or stupid or dishonest. He understood how it felt to be boxed in by a label someone else had slapped on you. Lily started to live her days only as a means of getting to the nights. She talked back to her father and ignored her mother. She began to dream in rich reds and blues. And on the evening that John fit himself to her and taught her how to bloom, Lily cried because someone loved her, not the person she was supposed to be.


  Her first mistake, when she became pregnant, was to see it as an opportunity instead of a crisis. She hovered like a hummingbird outside her father’s study while John, wearing a collared shirt and tie he had borrowed for a dime, asked permission to marry her.


  What happened after that Lily could not remember, or maybe she could not let herself remember. There was John, unconscious and beaten bloody, being dragged out of her father’s study. There was her father’s fist shaking above her as he ordered her to play the whore again by marrying some unsuspecting fool. The stiff kiss that sealed her engagement to Harry Beaumont; the awful moment at the church where she almost told her new husband the truth; the joy on his face later when she told him, instead, that she was expecting.


  She tried to find John, but it was difficult to locate someone who had no permanent address. She heard rumors that he worked at a bar in Vergennes, that he had become a horse thief, that he was a quarry laborer. By the time she realized this last tale was true, John Delacour was no longer employed there. He was in jail pending trial for the murder of a supervisor.


  She wrote him one letter, a small square of paper that he folded and wore in a pouch around his neck. It did not mention her marriage, or her health, or the child. It said simply, Come back. John did not write in return; he knew better. After the first month, Lily stopped waking up with the taste of him on her lips. After three months, she could no longer remember the wood-smoke in his voice. After six months, she began to have nightmares that her baby would arrive with hair dark as a crow’s wing, with cinnamon skin.


  Lily Robinson Beaumont died in apparently premature childbirth, having slipped into unconsciousness after forty hours of labor. She held John’s name between her teeth to take with her. She did not know that John would, one day, come back—even after he learned from bribing a prison guard that his love had gone to the spirit world. She did not know that the daughter she left behind, Cecelia, had golden hair, and skin as white as a miracle.
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  A great deal is known about human heredity—enough to make eugenical sterilization a safe policy, provided the standards for sterilization apply only to the most patently degenerate individuals who are definitely demonstrated to be cacogenic. In the future, as more is learned about heredity, the standards can be shifted to include those individuals who now constitute situations described as “border-line.”


  —Excerpt from a letter dated September 24, 1925, from H. H. Laughlin, director of the Eugenics Record Office, to Harriet Abbott


  In my dreams I give birth to the Devil, to Jesus, to a Titan that tears me apart. I bleed from my pores and wake to find the sheets wet with sweat. For several nights, Spencer tries, unsuccessfully, to raise the stuck window in the bedroom. I cannot bear to look at him.


  Tonight when I startle out of sleep Spencer doesn’t wake with me. I inch back the covers and get out of bed, careful to walk around the few floorboards that gossip. The carpet runner muffles the sounds of my steps down the stairs. Spencer has left the door to his study open.


  I turn on the green accountant’s lamp. A thousand times I have come into this room, but never with the intent of finding something. Where would Spencer keep it?


  On his desk are neat piles of papers—letters he has received from colleagues in the field of eugenics, books in several languages, photographic slides scattered like cards across an illuminated table. His blotter is covered with illegible notes. I read some of the words: twins, custodial, epidemic. As I maneuver around the desk, I bump into the corner and send a paperweight crashing to the floor. Immediately, I freeze and look up at the ceiling, waiting with my heart in my throat. When there is no answering sound, I take a deep breath and inch toward the long table pushed against the wall.


  One genealogy map is partially unrolled on its surface, a family with a surname I don’t recognize. I scan the thick lines that link one insane relative to another, profligates to prostitutes, reform school students to convicts. I follow one trail of family members, seemingly unaffected by any degeneracy for an entire generation. And yet the children of these children have all landed in the industrial school, at Waterbury, in the state prison—they are as depraved as their grandparents were. How many times have I heard Spencer say it? Inherited traits might skip a generation... but blood eventually tells.


  My hands steal over my belly, which freezes up hard beneath my hands. False labor, it is called. I force myself to sift through the scrolls of other pedigree charts tucked into an umbrella stand beside the table. They are labeled Delaire, Moulton, Waverly, Olivette—there is no Delacour to be found. Could my father—my father?—have logged the survey of Gray Wolf’s family under a different surname?


  Weber/George.


  This tag leaps out at me. With great care I pull the chart from the stand and unroll it over the table. It is not hard to find Ruby’s name among those at the bottom; Spencer has marked it with red ink. There are mathematical calculations and notes in his narrow hand, speculating on Ruby’s chance at turning out as badly as the rest of her family.


  Her beloved sister, the one who died, has a mark as dark as a brand next to her name. Sx, for Immoral.


  It is the same symbol, I realize, that would have been given to my mother.


  “Cissy.”


  Spencer’s voice is so quiet it simply tips into my mind, and yet I jump a foot. He stands in silhouette in his dressing gown, watching me. Taking a step inside, his gaze falls to the table.


  For one excruciating moment when he looks at me, I think he knows exactly what I have been searching for. But for whatever reason, Spencer’s face smooths into a mask. “Sweetheart, you’ve been sleepwalking again.”


  “Yes.” I clear my throat.


  He offers me his arm and escorts me out of the office, locking the door behind us. “Blame it on the baby,” Spencer says, his eyes never leaving my face.


  We are speaking two conversations at once, and we both know it. “No,” I answer. “Not him.”
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  I call your attention to the fact that the number of our insane and feebleminded is constantly increasing with a corresponding increase in the burden cast on the community and the State. We are doing our duty about the care of these unfortunates, but practically nothing to prevent a further increase in their number. Medical science points out some definite course which has been followed successfully in some states.... You will do well to give this matter serious consideration.


  —From Governor Stanley Wilson’s inaugural message to the Vermont General Assembly, Journal of the Senate of the State of Vermont, 1931


  The next morning I am sitting at the dressing table in front of my mirror when Spencer leans down to kiss my neck. “How are you feeling?” he asks, as if last night never happened.


  I set down my brush. “Fine.”


  Spencer’s hand steals down my robe, onto the swell of our son. “And how’s he feeling?”


  “Heavy.”


  We are a beautiful couple. Somehow the long lines of Spencer’s jaw and the pale blue behind his glasses is the perfect complement to my heart-shaped face and honey-brown eyes. Our child, a combination of the best of us, should be stunning. Except that he might not look the way Spencer is expecting him to look.


  “Spencer,” I whisper, a beginning. “We have to talk.”


  But he has slid his hands down my arms by now, and his gentle fingertips are playing over the healing ridge of skin at my wrist. With his head bent, in silence, it is simple to read his mind: if he didn’t love me, this would be so much easier.


  Then again, he doesn’t love me. He doesn’t even really know who I am. If Spencer is too ashamed to admit to a wife who cannot manage to keep herself alive, how will he feel about a wife who is half-Indian?


  Would he add my name to the bottom of the Delacour genealogy chart? Or would he burn it? Spencer has done an admirable job of hiding the truth about me from his friends and colleagues. Maybe he could continue to do so. All babies, I could tell him, look dark and round-faced when they are newborn.


  “You know,” Spencer says, “I don’t think we should talk. Talking... thinking... that’s what gets your mind in knots, Cissy.” His fingers smooth my brow in tiny circles. “What you need is a distraction. A task to keep you busy.” He takes a small piece of paper from his pocket, inscribed with the names of ten couples, and sets it beside my bottle of French tea-rose perfume. “A dinner party. A pre-birthday, maybe, for our baby. You and Ruby can come up with a menu, decorations, a theme.” He kisses my cheek. “What do you think?”


  I smooth the list of names with one hand and tuck it into the corner of my mirror. We will have rib roasts and sweet potatoes in maple syrup and candied carrots. We will drink red wine and laugh at jokes that aren’t funny and toast a baby who will break my world in half. “I’m not supposed to think,” I say.


  [image: images]


  We are so careful in breeding our cattle to get good breeds yet we give this human procreation no thought.


  —Mrs. Bickford, of Bradford, quoted in the Burlington Free Press on March 21, 1931, during the debate in the Vermont State House regarding the Sterilization Bill


  I begin to create complications. Each morning I say there is something else bothering me about this pregnancy—a pinched nerve, a lack of fetal movement, a heartburn so severe it makes me weak. My nervousness about giving birth feeds this fire, and so Spencer does not question me when I tell him I am headed to Dr. DuBois’s office every other day. Better him, I am sure he is thinking, than me.


  Instead of going into town, however, I go down to camp on the lake. After several days of seeing me in Gray Wolf’s company, the people who live there have stopped staring. Some know me by name. “This,” Gray Wolf says when he introduces me, “is my daughter.”


  The familiar Abenaki phrase for “my father” is N’Dadan. Spoken, it sounds like a heartbeat.


  Today, it is raining. We sit in Gray Wolf’s tent at a scarred table. While he reads the sports page of the newspaper, I sift through a small cigar box. A cameo, a violet hair ribbon, a lock of hair—these are the things my mother left him. Each time I come I study them, as if they might hold a clue I haven’t yet discovered. Sometimes I think of Houdini; of what more one could possibly need to return from the other side.


  He tells me I can have all of these, if I would like them. He says he doesn’t need things to recall her, because unlike me, he met her. I do not know how to tell him that what I really want is something of his—something to remember him by, just in case.


  He makes a small sound of dismay. “Sox just blew their chance at the Series,” he sighs. “It’s the Curse of the Bambino. The worst trade in history since we swapped Manhattan for a few shells and beads.” I stand up and pretend to wander around the small tent. I touch his shaving brush, his razor, his comb. With his back to me, I take a pipe from his nightstand and slip it into my pocket.


  “I thought you preferred cigarettes,” he says, without turning around.


  I whirl. “How did you know?”


  He glances over his shoulder. “I can smell how nervous you are. I would have given the pipe to you if you’d asked.” Grinning, he says, “My daughter’s a thief. Must be all that Gypsy blood in her veins.”


  My daughter. Once again, the title makes me feel as if I have swallowed a star. “You haven’t asked me,” I point out, “if I’m going to tell Spencer or my... Harry Beaumont.”


  Gray Wolf studies his newspaper. “That isn’t my choice to make. I didn’t tell you so I could claim you. Nobody belongs to anyone else.”


  I think of him in prison, making the decision to be sterilized so that he would be free to search for me. Whether he wants to admit it or not, people do belong to each other. Once you make a sacrifice for someone, you own part of his or her soul. “But you must want me to.”


  When he looks up at me, I take a step back; there is that much passion in his eyes. “I wanted you. On any terms. I was willing to trade anything just to see you. Would I like to hear you say you’re my daughter, to have you shout it to anyone who’ll listen? God, yes, there’s a part of me that says that’s why I did what I did. But there’s a bigger part of me that only wants to make sure you’re safe.” He folds the sports page, pleats it neatly, as if he will be judged on the result. “And if you go out and tell people about me, they won’t hear how proud you are. All they’re gonna hear is that you’re Indian.”


  “I don’t care.”


  “That’s because you’ve never been one. You haven’t spent years wearing someone else’s clothes, taking someone else’s name, living in someone else’s houses, and working someone else’s jobs to fit in. And if you don’t sell out, then you run away... proving you’re the Gypsy they said you were all along.” He shakes his head sadly. “I want you to have a better life than the one I had. Even if that means keeping your distance from me.”


  The baby does a slow roll inside me, unsettled. “Then why would you bother to look for me? Why didn’t you just stay away?”


  He stares at me for a long moment. “How could I?”


  “Then how,” I say, “can you ask me to?”


  He looks out the flap of the tent, into the rain. “You’ll understand, when that baby is born. There’s an old phrase, Awani Kia. It means, ‘Who are you.’ Not your name, but your people. You hear it a lot when you move from place to place. Every winter, when I go up to Odonak and someone asks me, I get to tell him about my great-grandfather, who was a spiritual leader. Or my Auntie Sopi, who was the best healer in her day. Every winter when I answer I remember that it doesn’t matter what people call me, as long as I know who I really am.” He hesitates. “This winter, I’ll tell them about you.”


  It is the first time he’s talked about his departure from the camp. He is a wanderer, an itinerant—I have always known this. But for the first time I realize that when he leaves for Canada, he will be leaving me.


  “What if I come?” I blurt out.


  “To Odonak? I don’t think you’d be happy there.”


  “But I’m not happy here.”


  “Lia,” he says quietly. “I won’t tell you not to go; I’m too selfish for that. But the minute you get to Canada, you’ll be thinking about what you left behind here.”


  “You don’t know that.”


  “Don’t I?” He glances at the table, at my mother’s cameo. “A person can’t live in two worlds at once.”


  “But you just found me!”


  Gray Wolf smiles. “Who said you were lost?”


  I duck my head. Without being conscious of it, I rub my fingers over the scars at my wrist. “I’m not as brave as you,” I say.


  “No,” he answers. “You’re braver.”
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  No one has a right to become a parent who has so sinned that their children must suffer.


  —Mr. Harding, of W. Fairlee, quoted in the Burlington Free Press on March 21, 1931, during the debate in the Vermont State House regarding the Sterilization Bill


  In the billiards room, the balls strike each other with precision. “Spencer,” my father laughs, “you’re not going to let an old man beat you!”


  “Harry, shut up and take your turn, will you?”


  I smile and press my hand to the small of my back. At the sideboard in the adjoining hall, I am counting the silver. Spencer has me do it once a month. We never come up short, but he says you can never be too careful.


  I am on the seventh teaspoon when I hear the word Gypsy.


  “Actually,” Spencer responds, “I had to finish the job myself.”


  “Can’t say it’s any surprise.” There is a neat click as my father hits another ball with his cue. “Stealing, lying... I wouldn’t be surprised to find unreliability an inherited trait.”


  “Well, this one also happened to have served time for murder.”


  “Good God—”


  “Exactly.” Spencer scratches, curses. “I’m all for believing in the rehabilitation of criminals, but I’d rather not test the theory at the expense of my own wife.”


  There is a sharp crack, a muffled click, and then the sound of my father racking up the balls for another game. “The problem with the Sterilization Law is that it doesn’t get rid of the degenerates that have already been born,” he says. “That’s what needs to be addressed next.”


  All the blood drains from my head. He does not say this with malice; for his statement to be hateful he would actually have to know some of the people he wants to eliminate. He and Spencer, they are only trying to change the world, to make it a better place for their children.


  By getting rid of someone else’s.


  I stare at them through the open doorway; it is like seeing a saucer of milk go sour before your eyes. Spencer grins amiably. “Genocide’s not legal.”


  “Only if you get caught,” my father laughs, and he picks up his cue again. “Stripes or solids?”


  Before I know it I have pushed myself into the doorway. I am white as a sheet; Spencer’s cue rattles to the ground and he is at my side in an instant. “Cissy?” he says frantically. “What’s wrong? Is it the baby?”


  I manage to shake my head. “The baby... is fine.”


  My father frowns. “Darling, you look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


  Maybe I have, because I have just watched something that clearly has been here all along, even if I was too blind to bear witness before. Spencer pries the teaspoons from my hand. “You aren’t up to this. That’s why we have Ruby, isn’t it? Come. Let’s get you off your feet.”


  “I don’t want to be off my feet,” I say, my voice escalating. “I don’t want... I don’t...” As I push Spencer away, the teaspoons clatter to the floor. I burst into tears.


  My father grasps my shoulders firmly. “Cissy, you’re overwrought. Sit down, now.”


  “Listen to your father,” Spencer agrees.


  The problem is, I have been. And I no longer know who I am.


  “Call Dr. DuBois,” Spencer says quietly to my father, who nods and lifts the telephone receiver.


  Spencer kneels beside me and puts his arm around my shoulders. What does one do with an insane wife? “Cissy?” he says, his bewilderment twisting my name like ribbon candy.


  Silver winks at me, a conspiracy at my feet. “Oh, Spencer,” I sob. “Look at what you’ve done.”
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  Every woman in the Vermont House, with the exception of Mrs. Farr of Monkton, who was absent, favored the [passage of the 1931 sterilization] bill.


  —Burlington Free Press, March 25, 1931


  Dr. DuBois sets his stethoscope in his ears. As I lay back on my pillows, he shields me with his body for privacy and begins to unbutton my blouse. I remember too late that I am still wearing the medicine pouch Gray Wolf gave me.


  My eyes meet the doctor’s. Before he can touch the pouch I grab the edges of my blouse and pull them together. I shake my head once, sharply, staring hard at Dr. DuBois, whose brow has furrowed in a frown. Without breaking my gaze, I slide the buttons back into their holes, and wait for him to make the next move.


  He is Spencer’s puppet, but I am his patient, and to my surprise, that actually counts for something. Dr. DuBois tugs his stethoscope from his ears and hangs it around his neck. His eyes pose a question I have no intention of answering. “Well, your baby is fine,” he says briskly. “I think all you need is a good rest.” He shakes two sleeping pills from a medicine bottle and watches carefully as I put them into my mouth and take a drink from the cup of water he’s holding out. “That’s a good girl. You should feel better in no time. But you know, Cissy, that you can call on me whenever you have anything you need to... ask.”


  With that, he rises and approaches Spencer, hovering in the doorway. As they begin to speak quietly, I roll onto my side and spit out the pills I’ve tucked high in my cheek. I slip them into my pillowcase.


  I cannot take a nap, because then I won’t be able to meet Gray Wolf as I am supposed to this afternoon. Of course, now that Dr. DuBois has come to visit, I will have to concoct some new excuse. Maybe I will say I’m going to the stationer for vellum, to write invitations to our dinner party. What they do not understand is that I don’t need pills, and I don’t need rest. What I need is someone who does not want me to sleep through my own life.


  The bed sinks as Spencer sits down beside me. I roll toward him, my eyelids half-lowered. “I’m already getting tired.”


  “You aren’t the only one,” Spencer answers, and his voice is full of edges.


  In that moment I forget how to breathe.


  “Why is it that Dr. DuBois—the physician you’ve gone to see six times in the past two weeks, for various aches and pains—has no recollection of these visits?” His face is stained crimson, which makes the blond roots of his hair stand out like platinum. “What on earth could my wife be doing that would make her lie to me?” He has my shoulders in his hands, and shakes me. “Not just once, but over and over?”


  My head snaps back on the stalk of my neck. “Spencer, it’s not what you think...”


  “Do not tell me what I think!” he roars, and then suddenly collapses into himself. “Cissy, God, what have you done to me?”


  Seeing him fall apart, I push myself into a sitting position and cradle his head in my lap. “Spencer. I was going out for walks. By myself. I just wanted to be by myself.”


  “Yourself?” Spencer murmurs against my skin. “You were by yourself?”


  I stare square into his eyes. “Yes.”


  Stealing, lying... I wouldn’t be surprised to find unreliability an inherited trait.


  “Look at me,” I say wryly, gesturing at the swell of my belly.


  “I do,” Spencer answers. “I am.” He cups my face in his hands and kisses me lightly. When he pulls away, he is holding an apology between his teeth. “I’m sorry, Cissy.” I squeeze his hand as he gets to his feet. It is not until he takes the key to the bedroom door from his dresser that I realize he has not been asking forgiveness for what he has done, but for what he is about to do. “Dr. DuBois agrees with me—you can’t be left alone. Especially not now, when your emotions are running so high with the pregnancy. He says that you’re at risk to... to hurt yourself again.”


  “And God forbid I do it where someone else could see. What would people say if they knew Spencer Pike was married to a woman who belonged with the rest of the feebleminded in Waterbury!”


  Spencer’s hand strikes my cheek with a sound like thunder, and shocks me into submission. He stares at his palm, as surprised by his actions as I am. I touch the pads of my fingers to my face, feeling the print of him rising like a second skin. “I’m doing this,” Spencer says stiffly, “because I love you.”


  The minute the door closes behind him and the lock turns into place, I get out of bed. I try the windows, which are stuck as always. I bang on the door. “Ruby!” I yell. “Ruby, you get me out of here this instant!”


  I hear her scratching on the other side of the door. “I can’t, Miz Pike. The professor, he says so.”


  I beat my fist one last time against the panels. Thrashing around has only made the close room even hotter; my hair sticks to the back of my neck and my shirt is damp. A princess in an ivory tower, that’s what I am. But if the prince knew, at heart, that I am a toad, would he fight so hard to keep me?


  Crawling around on my hands and knees I plug in the electric fan and hold my face close. Immediately I am cooler. I wonder if this is what the air in Canada is like. I wonder if Gray Wolf will worry, when I do not come.


  As the fan spins I speak into it, a child’s trick, so that my voice sounds like someone else’s. “Nia Lia,” I say. I am Lia. “N’kadi waji nikônawakwanawak.” I want to go home.
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  Henceforth it shall be the policy of the state to prevent procreation of idiots, imbeciles, feebleminded or insane persons, when the public welfare, and the welfare of idiots, imbeciles, feebleminded or insane persons likely to procreate, can be improved by voluntary sterilization as herein provided.


  —“An Act for Human Betterment by Voluntary Sterilization,” Laws of Vermont, 31st Biennial Session (1931), No. 174, p. 194


  “I’m thinking about caramelized onions,” Ruby says.


  She sits on a chair beside my bed, my only visitor. Outside, on one of the trees in the backyard, a bird is making a nest. A red thread unwinds from its beak, like a magician doing sleight-of-hand with a handkerchief. “Fine.”


  There is nothing sharp in my bedroom. Nothing I could swallow or use to string myself up. I know, because Spencer has had Ruby canvass the space. What he doesn’t understand is that I will not try to kill myself, not yet. Just in case, just in case... oh, I cannot finish the sentence, and jinx it.


  Ruby flips through another cookbook. “Or else, a pepper crust.”


  “Yes,” I say. “Wonderful.”


  Ruby frowns. “Miz Pike, I can’t put them both on the roast.”


  Spencer is not a tyrant. When he comes home from work, he takes me out for a walk on the edge of our property. He buys me books. He brings me dinner himself, and holds bits of chicken and potato up to my lips as if we are on a picnic. He brushes my hair for me, long lean strokes that make me forget where we are and who I am. But in the morning, when he leaves, he turns the key in the bedroom door. And the only person I see, until he comes home again, is Ruby.


  I drag my attention toward her. “You said you need two roasts, for that many guests. Do one of each.” Or serve it raw. I don’t care.


  “We don’t have room in the icebox for two roasts, plus a dessert. Some of it, I’ll have to store in the icehouse.” Ruby makes a note to her checklist. “What do you think about a seven-layer cake? Or baked Alaska?”


  Her words blend together at the edges. I turn away. The robin has woven the thread through the rest of his nest. It looks like a line of blood.


  Why go to all that trouble, when soon he will be flying south for the winter?


  “Miz Pike.” Ruby sighs. “Miz Pike?”


  The robin is no more than ten feet away from where I am. I have no idea how to get from here to there.


  Ruby touches my hand. “Cissy?”


  “Go away,” I tell her, and pull the covers over my head.
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  When a Doctor wants a boat


  On the broad highway to float


  He will find a place where sapheads congregate


  He will chase them to a shed


  And at fifty bucks a head


  He will freeze his conscience out and mutilate.


  —E. F. Johnstone’s “Authority to Mutilate,” from newspaper clippings on sterilization, Henry F. Perkins Faculty File, UVM archives


  By the third day of my imprisonment, I have stopped bothering to dress myself. I lay on the bed with my hair a rat’s nest, my nightgown hiked high. Ruby has gone to the butcher’s, Spencer is at the university. The radio warbles band music that beats like my baby’s heart.


  When I hear the lock turn at first, I wonder how Ruby has made it back from town so quickly. But even the way Gray Wolf moves through a room is different from anyone else. I sit up, unable to speak as he kneels beside the bed and embraces me. “You told him?”


  “No.” He smells of the outdoors. I drink him in.


  “He locked you in for something else?” Gray Wolf says, shocked.


  Before I can explain, he starts speaking, his words tumbling like avalanche stones to land at our feet. “When you didn’t show up, I thought maybe you had listened to me after all about staying away.”


  “I wouldn’t—”


  “But it came to me pretty quick that you would still say good-bye. And when you didn’t come, not that day, or the next... I went into town. No one there had seen you, either. And then, with the camp...”


  “What about it?”


  He looks at me. “There is no camp, anymore. After I was in town overnight, I came back to a ghost town. Empty tents, laundry hanging, toys scattered on the ground—like everyone had left in a hurry, right in the middle of everything.”


  “Why would they go without taking their things?”


  “Because someone made them,” Gray Wolf says flatly.


  I think about the old woman who smoked in front of her tent while weaving sweetgrass baskets. About the toddler who drew in the dirt with a stick, and cried when a puppy ruined her artwork. About the girls who giggled behind their hands at the smooth-chested boys. Had they been rounded up? Put into institutions and sterilized? Killed?


  “When you went missing... and then so did everyone else...” He squeezes my hand. “Well, a person’s got to have a lot of anger in him to do that much harm.”


  I realize what he is implying. “You’re wrong,” I tell Gray Wolf. “Spencer would never hurt anyone like that.”


  “Not even if he found out the truth?”


  We stare at each other, a stalemate, until a voice in the doorway breaks our concentration. “And what truth would that be?” Spencer asks softly.


  He stands with the gun from the pantry, pointed straight at Gray Wolf. “You son of a bitch,” he says. “I saw you break into the house. I thought you were here to steal something, and I was going to catch you red-handed.” He looks at our joined hands. “But you didn’t have to steal a goddamn thing, did you? It was handed to you on a silver platter.”


  “Spencer, stop!”


  Before I can get to my feet Gray Wolf has lunged for Spencer, knocking the gun out of his hand. Spencer wrestles him onto the ground, pinning him. He has the advantage of youth and rage; his fist pounds into Gray Wolf’s face until blood runs from his nose and mouth and his eyes roll up in his head.


  I pull at Spencer’s arm and he flings me away, so that I fall onto my side. A sharp pain runs beneath my belly and around my back; I wince. “Please! Let him go!”


  Spencer hauls Gray Wolf to his feet by the collar of his shirt. “The only reason I won’t kill you is because that would bring me down to your level,” he pants, dragging my real father down the stairs. I follow them, slipping on the blood, trying to ignore the pain shooting up my spine. When Spencer opens the door to toss Gray Wolf out Ruby is on the other side of it. She takes one look at the battered face and screams, dropping her sack of groceries on the porch.


  “Lia,” Gray Wolf twists in Spencer’s hold. “Come with me.”


  The baby seizes inside me, reminding me of the answer I have to give. “I can’t.”


  Spencer shoves him so that he flies off the porch, landing face-first on the ground. “If you are still in Comtosook tomorrow,” he vows, “I will make sure you spend the rest of your life at the State Prison. Say good-bye to your lover, Cissy.”


  “He’s not my lover!” I cry, but my voice splits apart on the words. Spencer turns just in time to see me double over, to watch my water break like a lake on the floor.
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  The immediate need is to lessen the distress of body or mind in those about us. Common humanity calls for that.... [n]o hamlet is so small as to be exempt and every state and town has problems of its own concerning its unfortunate, its underprivileged, its handicapped.... How can a community, after caring to the best of its abilities for those who suffer from devastating ills, proceed to govern itself in such a way as to better its chances for the future?


  —H. F. Perkins, “Eugenic Aspects,” Vermont Commission on Country Life, Rural Vermont: A Program for the Future, 1931


  So this is how my mother died: cracked wide as a hinged jaw, pressing a century between her legs, unable to breathe for fear of what might come next. Fire races from my back to my belly, and my insides wring tighter with every contraction. Ruby, just as scared as I am, whimpers at the foot of the bed, hoping to catch a miracle in her outstretched hand.


  It is too early—for this baby to come, and for me to leave.


  I have been in labor for eleven hours. All this time, Ruby has been by my side. And Spencer has been in his study, drinking. I do not know if he called Dr. DuBois. I am afraid to hear the answer, either way.


  “Ruby,” I call out, and she comes to my side. “You listen to me. You promised me that you’d take care of this baby.”


  “You’ll be able to—”


  “I won’t.” I know it, too—my sight waffles gray at the edges; my arms are so weak I cannot move them. “Tell him about me. Tell him I loved—oh, God!” I break off as another contraction tightens its hold on my belly. Everything inside me spirals low, and I hike myself up to let it happen. “Ruby,” I whisper. “Now.”


  My vision goes crimson and the ocean beats in my ears. My body is a tide, and I am swept away in pain, in rapture. I open my eyes and expect to see my mother, waiting for me now that I am on the other side, but instead I find myself looking into the face of my baby.


  My baby daughter.


  I have spent so long certain that giving birth will be the death of me; I have been sure that this child I carried was a boy. Yet neither of these things has come to pass. In one breathless second, my entire world has been turned inside out.


  She cries, the sweetest sound I have ever heard. As Ruby delivers the placenta and cuts the cord, diapers and swaddles the baby, Spencer bursts into the room. His eyes are an unholy red; he reeks of whiskey. “You’re all right,” he says hoarsely. “Cissy, God, you’re all right.” Then he notices the tightly wrapped infant in Ruby’s arms.


  “Mr. Pike,” she says. “Come see your little girl.”


  “Girl?” He shakes his head; this cannot be.


  I hold out my arms and Ruby gives her over. I think of my mother, who did not feel the bliss of this. Now that I have felt this baby, heard her, it seems impossible to think I would have willingly ended my life without watching her live her own. There will be the moment she smiles for me, the moment she strikes out on unsteady legs, the first haircut, the first school day, the first kiss. How could I miss any of that?


  I tuck her into the crook of my arm. After eighteen years of struggling to find my place in this world, I realize that I’ve always belonged right here, holding fast to my daughter.


  “Her name is Lily,” I announce.


  Spencer comes closer and glances down at our baby. At her face—dark as a nut, round as the moon, with the flat features of her grandfather’s people.


  When Spencer looks at me, I realize that he has been hoping this baby would be a fresh start, instead of fuel for the fire. “Lily,” he repeats, and swallows.


  “Spencer, it’s not what you think. Gray Wolf—that man—he’s my father. You know how heredity works... you understand why she looks the way she does. But she’s yours, Spencer, you have to believe me.”


  Spencer shakes his head. “Dr. DuBois said you might be irrational after giving birth... We should call him, to come look after you.” He lifts the baby out of my arms and turns to Ruby, his eyes flat, his voice even. “Why don’t you take the car and find him, Ruby?”


  “Take the...?” She has never driven the Packard, but she knows better than to talk back to Spencer right now. “Yes, sir,” Ruby murmurs, and she sidles past him.


  Spencer starts to follow her, still carrying the baby.


  “No,” I call out. “Spencer, I want to hold her.”


  He stares at me for so long that I imagine he is seeing our history like a movie, looped to lead up to this point. His eyes shine with tears. But then he pulls up a chair beside the bed and sits in it, holding Lily so that I can see her face. He smiles a little, and for just a moment I let myself believe that Spencer might come to understand it is not blood that connects a family, but the love between its members. “You rest, Cissy,” he tells me. “I’ll take care of her.”
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  We pay full price for the virtues our culture develops at any particular period.... The very ethnic and religious prejudices which still live in the community may be forged into the tools by which a demagogue can further divide the population and stultify human development.


  —Elin Anderson, We Americans: A Study of Cleavage in an American City, 1937


  In my mind’s eye, I am running. The rain sluices over my face and muddies my feet and yet I know I have to get away from whoever is chasing me. When I look over my shoulder I see him—the same man who has been in my other dreams, with the long brown hair and quiet eyes. He calls out my name, and I turn again, and a moment later he trips and sprawls across the ground. I stop to make sure he has not hurt himself and then I see it—the tombstone with my name on it, the tombstone that I have run right through.


  Jerking awake, I feel something heavy on my thigh. Spencer is draped across my lap. At first I think he is asleep and then I realize he is sobbing. His eyes are so bloodshot it frightens me, and his skin gives off the steam of alcohol.


  “Cissy,” he says, rising. “You’re awake.”


  My body feels as if it has been beaten for days. My legs are too tender to shift on the mattress. Someone—Spencer?—has pressed cold compresses between my thighs to stanch the bleeding. “Lily,” I ask. “Where is she?”


  Spencer takes my hand and raises it to his lips. “Cissy.”


  “Where is my baby?” I push myself up in the bed.


  “Cissy, the baby—she was too young. Her lungs...”


  I go perfectly still.


  “The baby died, Cissy.”


  “Lily!” I scream. I try to get off the bed, but Spencer holds me down.


  “You couldn’t have done anything. No one could have.”


  “Dr. DuBois—”


  “He’s doing a surgery in Vergennes. Ruby left word for him to come as soon as he gets home. But by the time she came back the baby was...”


  “Don’t say it,” I threaten. “Don’t you dare say it.”


  He is crying too. “She died in my arms. She died while I was holding her.”


  All I want is my baby. “I have to see her.”


  “You can’t.”


  “I have to see her!”


  “Cissy, she’s been buried. I did it.”


  I throw myself out from beneath the covers and hit Spencer in the chest, the arms, the head. “You wouldn’t. You wouldn’t!”


  He grabs my wrists hard, pulls me back, shakes me. “We couldn’t have baptized her. We couldn’t have buried her in consecrated ground.” A sob rounds from his throat. “I thought, if you saw her, you would try to follow her. I can’t lose you, too. Jesus, Cissy, what did you want me to do?”


  It takes a moment for his words to sink it. We couldn’t have baptized her, we couldn’t have buried her in the church graveyard, because to Spencer she was illegitimate. Spencer gathers me into his arms while I am still stiff with shock. “Sweetheart,” he whispers, “no one has to know.”


  My eyes burn, my throat aches. “How about the next time I have a baby, Spencer, and it looks the same way? How many Gypsies will you accuse me of sleeping with before you realize I’m telling you the truth? Before you send me off to an institution to be sterilized?” I shake my head. “My mother fell in love with an Indian. Blame her for that, not me. All I ever did wrong was fall in love with you.”


  How does it feel, I want to ask, to find yourself at the bottom of one of your own genealogy charts? But instead I pick up the swaddling blanket at the foot of the bed. “Take me to the grave.”


  “You’re too upset. You need to—”


  “I need to see my daughter’s grave. Now.”


  Spencer stands up. He picks up from a tray beside the bed the scissors Ruby used to cut the umbilical cord, a knife she had sterilized just in case. He tucks these into his breast pocket, for safekeeping. “Tomorrow,” he promises, and then he kisses my forehead. “Cissy. Let’s start over.”


  I stare at him so long that everything inside me goes to stone. “All right, Spencer,” I answer, in a voice that sounds much like the woman I used to be. My hands are shaking in my lap, but I can play his game. I am already thinking of my next move.
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  In the voelkisch State the voelkisch view of life has finally to succeed in bringing about that nobler era when men see their care no longer in the better breeding of dogs, horses and cats, but rather in the uplifting of mankind itself, an era in which the one knowingly and silently renounces, and the other gladly gives and sacrifices.


  —Adolph Hitler, Mein Kampf, from Volume II, written in prison in 1924 prior to the 1933 “Law for Protection Against Genetically Defective Offspring” passed as part of the Nazi Racial Hygiene Program


  Lily isn’t dead. Now that I have thought about it, this is the only way it can be—why else would Spencer refuse to show me the body, the coffin, the grave? A hundred scenarios have run through my mind: he has hidden her until he has a chance to leave her on the steps of a church; he gave her to Ruby to bring to the orphanage; he is waiting for Dr. DuBois to come and spirit her away. Another reason I did not die in childbirth: it is my responsibility to find my baby.


  I wait until I am certain Spencer has closeted himself in his study again and then I get dressed. It is slow going—my head is heavy with fever and my legs shaky. I slip Gray Wolf’s pipe into the pocket of my dress and double-knot my boots—above all, I have to be ready to run away. I turn the knob of the door with the care of a military spy and creep into the hall.


  My first stop is the bathroom. Quietly I rummage through the clothing hamper; I check inside the tub. I even force myself to look in the tank of the toilet. When I cannot find her I go to Ruby’s room on the third floor, and empty the insides of the closet and drawers, mess the bed, toss the shelves. By the time I finish I need to sit down.


  Think, I command. Think like Spencer.


  On the ground level of the house I sneak from small cubby to cornerhole, peeking in places too small to fit anything but a sleeping newborn. I take care to tiptoe around Spencer’s study, where the clink of glasses places him at the sideboard. By the time I reach the kitchen I am on the verge of tears. She must be hungry by now; she must be cold. Cry, and I will find you.


  I will carry her tight against my chest; I will keep her warm. On the way to Canada, I will tell her of the sights we pass—the cows marooned in fields, the violet fireweed exploding along the road, the mountains that curve like the line of a woman’s body. We will stand beside Gray Wolf at the settlement at Odonak when he is asked, “Who are you?” so that he can point to the two of us.


  I walk into the dark kitchen, thinking of the wine cabinet, the flour bins, the root cellar. There are twenty places alone to hide in this room. I have just taken a step inside the cool, black pantry when someone bumps into me from behind.


  I stifle a scream and pull the cord above me to flood the room with light. Then everything comes clear. “Ruby, what are you doing in here?”


  She is shaking like an aspen leaf. “Getting some... sometimes I can’t sleep at night and I make myself a little cup of that fancy chocolate of yours. I’m sorry, Miz Pike. I know it’s stealing.”


  I narrow my eyes. “Where is she?” My hands begin to run over the shelves, under stacks of clothes, pushing aside bins.


  “Who?”


  “The baby. You’re helping him hide the baby.”


  “Oh, Miz Pike,” she says, her eyes wide and wet. “There is no more baby.”


  “Ruby, you don’t understand. She’s fine, the baby is fine. I just have to find her. I have to find her, and I have to take her away from here.”


  “But the professor, he said—”


  I grab Ruby by the shoulders. “Did you see a body? Did you?”


  “I saw—I saw—” Ruby’s teeth are chattering. She cannot cough out the answer I want.


  “Dammit, Ruby, speak up!” I shake her a little harder, and she wrenches away from me, her arm striking a shelf lined with canned beets and beans. One jar tumbles to the checkerboard floor and shatters. As the pungent stink of vinegar spreads, I push aside bins of oatmeal and biscuit mix, soap flakes and powdered milk.


  Strong hands pull me away from the shelf, into the main room of the kitchen. “Let me go, Spencer,” I say, trying wildly to free myself.


  He turns to Ruby. “Call Dr. DuBois’s service again. Tell him we need him here now.”


  “Let go of me! Ruby, he’s lying. Let go of—Lily!” I scream. “Lily!”


  It takes all Spencer’s might to wrestle me out of the kitchen. Frozen, Ruby watches him drag me, screaming, up the stairs by my wrists. “This is not any of your business, Ruby,” Spencer calls over my cries. “You can see that Mrs. Pike isn’t herself now, and I’m going to make sure she calms down.” He grunts as one of my kicks lands squarely in his shin. “Call the doctor. And then do what I asked you to do earlier.”


  “Don’t listen to him, Ruby!”


  She seems to shrink before my eyes. “Go,” Spencer bellows. “Now!” Suddenly I go limp in his arms. He catches me before I hit the floor and carries me the rest of the way. I do not open my eyes, not even when he modestly checks the pad between my legs to make sure I have not hemorrhaged, not when he sighs like a man who has given up hope. Then Spencer tucks me into bed and removes my boots and locks the door firmly behind himself.


  I do not consider this a failure.


  After all, now I know that Lily is hidden outside.
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  Why not drop the whole works?... We have carried on for several years and what have we accomplished? It was good fun as long as we could afford it, but now it is a different matter. If Hitler succeeds in his wholesale sterilization, it will be a demonstration that will carry eugenics farther than a hundred Eugenics Societies could. If he makes a fiasco of it, it will set the movement back where a hundred eugenic societies can never resurrect it.


  —Excerpt from a letter dated February 1, 1934, from Henry H. Goddard to H. F. Perkins, in response to financial assistance requests, ESV papers, Public Records Office, Middlesex, VT


  The hardest part is breaking the glass. To do it soundlessly is nearly impossible; I have to wrap the chair in the blanket from the bed and hope that the fabric will muffle some of the sound. I pick the window closest to the ladder that Gray Wolf, and then Spencer, used to fix the roof. After that, it is almost too easy. To shimmy down to the ground level, to sneak beneath the light in Spencer’s study window, to see by the midnight moon.


  We have so many acres, and she could be anywhere.


  I check beneath the shrubs that line the front porch, under the porch itself, around the pile of firewood to the east. In back of the house, I move through the forest, walking in circles, in patterns, until finally I sit down on the ground and let myself cry.


  It’s devastating, Spencer will tell Dr. DuBois when he gets here. I found her digging in the dirt. No, it’s not the first time she sleepwalked... but this is the first time she could not snap out of it. I wonder if, at private mental institutions, they tie patients to benches or drown them, like they did at Waterbury.


  But is it crazy to search when you know there is something to find?


  I look back at the house. There is no light in Ruby’s bedroom, no silhouette in Spencer’s study. I close my eyes and think of whales and dolphins, bouncing sound off the bottom of the ocean.


  When I blink again, the wall of the icehouse rises out of the black of the night. One sliver seems darker than the others—someone has left the door ajar again. I stand up, reeled by an invisible line into the chilled belly of the shed.


  The soles of my boots slip on the sawdust. Luminous blocks of ice sit shoulder to shoulder, a glowing row of giant’s teeth. There are Ruby’s roasts, for the dinner party we will not have. And on a cutting block sits an old apple crate, with the top set off to the side.


  Inside is the smallest, stillest doll I have ever seen.


  “No. No. Oh, no.” I grip the rough edge of the crate, tiny coffin, and look down at the face of my baby.


  Her eyelashes are as long as my pinky nail. Her cheeks are a pale, milky blue. Her fist, impossibly small, is curled tight as a snail. With one finger I touch her dimpled jaw, her embryo ear. “Lily,” I whisper. “Lily Delacour Pike.”


  In this frozen nursery, I lift my daughter from her cradle. I wrap her blanket tighter, to keep her warm. I rock her against my breast, so that she can hear my heart break.


  Spencer cannot take her away from me. To do that, I would have to agree to let go.


  Awani Kia, I think. In this other world, they will ask her who she is. “You tell them about your grandma, and your grandpa, who built a bridge out of love,” I say against her skin. “You tell them about your father, who thought he was doing the right thing. And you tell them about me.” I kiss her, letting my lips rest for a moment. “You tell them I’m coming.”


  Then I put my daughter back in her crib and press my fist against my mouth to hold in all the sorrow. I will spend forever wondering if Spencer told me the truth, or only half. If Lily stopped breathing in his arms, or if he made sure of it. Maybe one day he will explain: I only did it because I loved you.


  “Me too,” I say aloud.


  Soon Spencer will wake and come looking for me. And I will make him pay for this. There are ways to show the authorities what really happened. I will do what it takes, even if it kills me.


  There isn’t much time. So I reach into the crate again, where my baby’s face fits in the palm of my hand. Her nose and her chin push up against it, a memory to carry. “Sleep well,” I tell her, and I move to the doorway of the icehouse.


  I think of Madame Soliat at the Fourth of July, with her wolf dog and her tent. I think of her shaking out her many-colored coat on the banks of the lake where she lived for a summer. Don’t be afraid, she told me. Among other things.


  I do not need a fortune-teller anymore. I know what comes next.


  PART THREE


  2001


  The dead continue to converse with the living.


  —THOMAS HARDY


  EIGHT


  On nights that Az Thompson didn’t work at the quarry, he spent hours cleaving through the barnacled facts that cluttered his head. Live a century, and you know a lot of things: how to navigate by starlight, what to say to a grieving widow, where bear hide in the winter. Under all this flotsam you could scrape down to the barest truths—that, for example, it was not blood you passed down to your children, but courage. That you might find love in the most unlikely places—under stones in the shallows of the river, at the bottom of a bowl of shelled peas. That even when you least expected it, you could go on.


  Doctors called it insomnia, but Az knew better. He didn’t go to sleep because then he didn’t have to wake up and wonder why he hadn’t died overnight. He’d read of Egyptian kings and Ponce de León and Tithonus, who had tried so hard to live forever. But what good was eternity, when you outlived everyone you loved? When you watched your body fall apart piece by piece, like a rusting automobile, even though your mind could snap like lightning? These fools with their elixirs and their golden tombs... he would shake his head and think, Be careful what you wish for.


  Az was tired at the cellular level, but he didn’t lie down on his cot. Instead he watched the raindrops charge the roof of his tent like an old-time picture show. In another four hours, the sun would rise, and he would still be here.


  Suddenly, he heard a cry. It seemed to come simultaneously from both the distant forest and inside Az himself, an ache more than a sound. He wondered if it were possible to throw one’s emotion so that it spoke back to you, a ventriloquism of pain.


  There—the sound, again.


  It wasn’t thunder. It was too deep for a child, too guttural for a woman. No, this was the requiem of a man who had lost so much he could no longer find himself. Someone like... well, himself.


  Az sighed. He didn’t believe in a lot of mystical bullshit—that was the province of New Age wanna-be Indians, in his opinion—but he also knew that your past could return in a number of disguises, from the shrill whistle of an owl to the eyes of a stranger that followed you down the street. And he knew better than anyone that turning your back on your own history only made it that much easier to be blindsided.


  Then again, it could just be some guy who’d tripped in the dark and hurt himself.


  Either way, Az thought wearily, he was going to have to go see.


  [image: images]


  Ross sat on the floor of the tent with Az Thompson’s Hudson Bay blanket wrapped around his shoulders. His pants and shirt were thick with mud. His wet hair dripped into his eyes as he sipped the instant coffee the old man had made with a battery-powered immersion heater. He could not seem to stop shaking, although this had nothing to do with the dampness that soaked through to his core. No, that was due to a woman who smelled of roses. A woman who—say it, he demanded silently—he had fallen in love with. A woman who was not alive.


  “You all right?” Az asked.


  You look like you’ve seen a ghost.


  Ross couldn’t answer. He bent his head to the mug and took a swallow of coffee that burned his throat. It brought tears to his eyes.


  He had watched as her skin went translucent, as the trees grew more solid than Lia herself. He had seen the shock on her face when she looked down at the gravestone and saw her own name. She hadn’t been aware, any more than Ross had. Ross, who had studied the paranormal, who understood that a demon carried a rotten stench and that a poltergeist drew its energy from a teenage girl, had not known the simple fact that a ghost could kiss you back.


  Ghosts were not the norm. They were the ones who, for one reason or another, still had one foot in this world and could not seem to shake it free. Ross had heard Curtis Warburton speak of ghosts who return to avenge their own demise, and ghosts who came back because they’d forgotten to pay the electric bill. Ross remembered Curtis telling stories about ghosts who’d returned for a love they’d left behind.


  Could a ghost return for a love she had not yet met?


  The cot creaked as Az sank down onto it. He folded his hands on his lap and stared at Ross, his black eyes burning. “You want to talk about it?” Az asked quietly.


  Ross shook his head. He couldn’t. The words, the memory: that was all he had left of her.
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  Eli waited on the couch while Shelby Wakeman was upstairs dressing. He sat on the left-hand side, but then worried he might look too comfortable slung over the arm when she got back, and moved into the middle, twirling his uniform hat in his hands until she stepped into the room and took all the air away just like that.


  “I’m sorry; I don’t usually answer the door without a chance to titivate.”


  “I beg your pardon?” Eli swallowed. “Titi-what?”


  “Spruce up.” Shelby smiled uncomfortably and sat down across from Eli, tucking her hair behind her ears. “You’re sure Ross isn’t... in trouble?”


  “Not with me,” Eli assured her. Like everyone else who received a police visit in the dead of night, she’d assumed the worst. If Eli had been thinking clearly, he might even have waited until morning. But he’d been so intent on the puzzle he’d unraveled with Frankie’s DNA report that he needed someone who might be able to help him put the pieces together. Gray Wolf’s DNA was not on that rope, but it did not necessarily exonerate him from a murder charge. Spencer Pike’s DNA might be on the rope, but that didn’t necessarily incriminate him. The question was, who had actually killed Cissy Pike? And was she the only victim that night?


  Eli tried to remind himself of this, and that the reason he had come to this house had nothing to do with the fact that, against all reason, Shelby Wakeman had slipped into his subconscious for the past three weeks. She smelled of apples, just like his bedroom did in the mornings after he dreamed of her. She looked even more lovely in person. He found himself reaching out a hand toward hers before he remembered to stop himself.


  Eli cleared his throat. “I, um, I believe your brother might have some useful information about a case.”


  She shook her head. “I doubt it. Ross doesn’t get out very much, and lately when he has, he’s been working.”


  “Ghost hunting,” Eli stated.


  “Yes.” Shelby lifted her face. “You must think he’s crazy.”


  Eli started to nod, to tell her that yes, he could not in his wildest imagination picture spending your life looking for something that seemed only to exist previously in your mind. But then he stared at her sea green eyes and the place where her chin came to too sharp a point, and he felt every inch of skin on his body tighten. “I don’t know what I think,” he managed.


  Heat rushed Shelby’s face, and she stood abruptly, muttering something that sounded like xerothermic as she struggled to raise a window that was stuck. “Here,” Eli said, and he went to help her. They stood side by side at the sash, their shoulders touching. Eli yanked the window up with too much force, and a cool draft fell like a guillotine between them.


  “Thank you.”


  Eli stared at her. “My pleasure.”


  Whatever else Eli was going to say—and at that moment he truly could not have formed words, much less the letters of his own name—was lost in a hail of footsteps bounding down the stairs. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know anyone was asleep upstairs.”


  “Ethan wasn’t asleep,” Shelby said, as the boy came into the room. He was a small kid, skinny, wearing far too many damn clothes for this time of year. A hat shaded his eyes, but even with his face half-covered Eli could see how the boy’s skin was as milky as chinA.One hand was bandaged, and the other was blistered in spots, as if it had been plunged into boiling water. He had his mother’s skittish smile.


  “Ethan, you can go out,” Shelby ordered.


  “But it’s raining—”


  “Not anymore. Go.” She waited until the door closed and the throaty roll of skateboard wheels scraped the driveway. Then she turned to Eli and crossed her arms, a completely different woman from the one he’d seen moments ago. “That’s my son.”


  Eli watched her fingers bite into the skin of her own arms. Her posture was so rigid he thought she might snap in half.


  “You’re thinking there’s something wrong with him,” she accused.


  He wanted to run his hand down her spine. He wanted to hold her between his palms until she went soft again. “Actually,” Eli said, “I was thinking he looked like you.”
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  The sound was as round as a nut, as tiny as a pebble, but it rang in Spencer Pike’s skull. No matter how many pillows he piled over his head, he could hear the cry of that baby. Spencer writhed, scratching at his ears until blood ran into the collar of his pajamas.


  “Mr. Pike! Oh, sweet Jesus. I need some help in here!” the nurse screamed into the intercom.


  It took two orderlies to pull Spencer’s arms down to his sides and secure them to the bed with straps, like they did with Joe Gigapoulopous, the delusional man two doors down from Spencer who tried to eat his own fingers every now and then. “The baby,” Spencer gasped, as the nurse dabbed at the deep furrows around his ears. “Get rid of the goddamned baby.”


  “There is no baby here. You must have been having a nightmare.”


  By now, tears were streaming down his face. That sound, it was splitting his head in two. Why couldn’t they hear it? “The baby,” he sobbed.


  The nurse injected him with a tranquilizer. “This will help.”


  But it wouldn’t. It would put him to sleep, where that baby would be waiting for him. He lay very still, staring at the ceiling, as the drug slid through his system. He felt his hands relax, and then his legs, and finally his jaw fell slack. “When will I die?” Spencer thought, but it turned out he had spoken aloud.


  The nurse stared at him, her brown eyes steady. Cissy had had brown eyes. “Soon,” she said gently.


  Spencer sighed. Her answer was more powerful than this sedative; it eased him like no medication ever could. Truth could do that to a man.
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  Men, Meredith figured, were an accessory, like a belt or purse or shoes. You didn’t necessarily need one to complete your look. Granted, if you walked around barefoot you got a few odd stares every now and then, but the important parts of you were covered. And after a string of meeting men she really didn’t want, and wanting men she couldn’t seem to meet, the scientist in Meredith had simply said to cut her losses.


  She was driving home, now, at nearly 11 P.M. The commute from the office—forty-five minutes, without traffic—was the only time of her day when she let the gates free in her mind and allowed herself to reflect on anything but the task at hand. Tonight, by studying cells from four viable blastospheres belonging to a family carrying sickle-cell anemia, Meredith had avoided accompanying a colleague to a dinner honoring cutting-edge scientific companies. Martin was definitely her type—tall and cerebral, with the long fingers of a researcher. In her first year of working at Generra, Meredith’s crush on Martin was so severe that sometimes after speaking to him at the copy machine she’d have to hide in the bathroom until her cheeks stopped flaming. Her prayers were answered a year ago, or so she thought, when her boss sent her to a funding dinner with Martin, who drank enough champagne to float a horse and introduced both her and her breasts to the master of ceremonies.


  It was raining up and down the whole East Coast, or at least that was Meredith’s guess from the ache in her leg. Her left one—the one she’d been having set in an ER when she was told the news about Lucy’s existence—was as good a barometer as any meteorologist’s tool. As she got off at her exit, she drew her thoughts away from her nonexistent love life and focused instead on Lucy, who had been taken off the Risperdal but hadn’t shown any signs of improvement. If anything, her daughter had gotten more fanciful—speaking at the breakfast table to people who were not there, buckling the seat belt beside her around nothing at all. Meredith was an aficionado of scientific fact, but told herself that her daughter was genetically predisposed to fiction. She, who had made a living out of defining “normal,” had broadened the category so that it would include Lucy.


  She pulled into the driveway. The only light on in the house was in the parlor; everyone had already gone to sleep. Meredith got out of the car stiffly and put her weight on her good leg. For a moment she stopped breathing, struck by the sheer beauty of a night littered with stars. She spent so much time looking at the most minute elements of humanity that she sometimes forgot how simple the world could be.


  Meredith let herself in with her key and found Lucy on the stairs, fully dressed and staring straight ahead, a suitcase at her feet. “Luce?” she said, but her daughter didn’t respond.


  “She can’t hear you.”


  Ruby was descending the steps. Her long white hair was a cloud behind her; her hands clutched the banister for support. “She’s sleepwalking.”


  Sleepwalking? Lucy’s eyes were open. “Are you sure?” Meredith asked her grandmother. “Did you ever sleepwalk?”


  Ruby bent toward Lucy and helped her to her feet. “I used to know someone who did.”


  Lucy followed Ruby upstairs, docile as a lamb. Meredith went after them, and tripped over the forgotten suitcase. It fell open at her feet, spilling its contents. Inside were dozens of dolls—dolls that ate or cried or swam, dolls Lucy had not played with for a few years, dolls that stared up at Meredith with their glassy eyes like so many broken babies.
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  There is a feeling that runs like a current through the heart when you pull up to the house that holds people you love and see a police cruiser sitting outside. Ross barely slammed his car into park before racing up the driveway and throwing open the door, shouting Shelby’s name.


  She stood up immediately. “Ross!” He looked at her and at Ethan, who’d come up from behind Ross, on his skateboard, and then he looked at the cop standing in the living room.


  Belatedly, he became aware of Shelby taking in his ruined clothes and wet hair. She must have called the police because she was worried about him—something his sister would definitely do. “It looks worse than it is,” Ross said, thinking that if she could see how scarred he was on the inside she’d be horrified. “But I’m fine. You can call off the search party.”


  At that, Eli Rochert stepped forward. “Actually,” he said, “I came here asking you to join it.”
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  Ross wanted to be in his bedroom at Shelby’s place, with the lights off and a bottle of Jameson’s at his side, as he carved Lia’s name into his arm with the tongue of a knife. Maybe he would bleed, maybe it would hurt—although Ross would bet on neither of these. He knew what no one else seemed to be able to figure out—he was already dead; his body just hadn’t caught up to the rest of him.


  Sitting in the interrogation room at the Comtosook Police Department with Eli Rochert and his behemoth dog, he supposed, offered torture of a different sort. Scattered across the conference table were evidentiary pictures of Lia’s body after the hanging, boots she had worn, even the dress that she’d been wearing when she appeared to him. Seeing each of these was a cut deeper than any Ross could have made himself.


  “You, uh, said when we last met that you had started to investigate the history of Cecelia Pike’s death,” Eli said.


  “Lia,” Ross murmured. “She likes to be called Lia.”


  The cop resisted rolling his eyes, but just barely. Well, fuck him, Ross thought. I don’t want to be here either.


  “You... saw her, then?” Eli asked.


  “You’re not going to believe me if I say I did, so why are you even asking?”


  “Look. I’m not crazy about consulting a psychic—”


  “I’m not a psychic,” Ross interrupted. “Sensitive, maybe.”


  “Jeez, no matter what you’re doing in this state, it always comes back to Civil Unions.”


  “Not that kind of sensitive.” Ross couldn’t stand it anymore; he turned over one gruesome autopsy photo of Lia so that it was no longer visible. “The kind of person who’s receptive to spirits. This one, in particular.”


  Eli hesitated before speaking. “Mr. Wakeman, a week ago, you begged me to reopen a seventy-year-old case. Against my better judgment, I did. And I’m interested enough to keep digging, even though it’s something I have to do on my own time, instead of the department’s.” He flattened his hands on the table. “You indicated there might be foul play involving Spencer Pike. What made you say that?”


  “The Abenaki claim to the land. Pike’s absolute fit when I brought it up. And the fact that there was a ghost at all—from everything I’ve been taught, ghosts only come back for a reason. I assumed that if there was a ghost on the property, it was a Native American—maybe even the one accused of murder. But the one I found turned out to be Lia.” He turned away. “I’m sorry you wasted your time.”


  “It may not have been a waste,” Eli said. “According to what you just told me, if Lia Pike came back as a ghost, then something about her death probably didn’t sit right.”


  Her face flashed in front of Ross’s eyes, and he got to his feet, intent on leaving before he fell apart in front of this cop. “Being murdered when you’re eighteen usually doesn’t sit right. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Officer Rochert...”


  “Can I show you something, before you go?” Eli handed Ross a piece of paper, one he recognized as a crime-scene report dated from the 1930s. “Pike says Gray Wolf hanged her. According to the officers on the scene, there was sign of a struggle. There are photos of the porch where the body was found hanging, photos of footprints, photos of a broken window in the master bedroom. I’ve got DNA matching the victim’s blood, plus DNA from two different males who were also placed at the scene.”


  Ross swallowed around the brick in his throat. “Sounds like you’re well on your way to proving Pike right.”


  Eli continued as if Ross had not spoken at all. “But there’s also evidence that doesn’t add up. Things that make me wonder if you aren’t right about Spencer Pike getting rid of Gray Wolf. And possibly his own wife.”


  “Listen.” The room was swimming in front of Ross. “I can’t talk about this right now.”


  “I don’t want you to talk. I want you to help.”


  Ross looked up. “I’m not a detective.”


  “No,” Eli agreed quietly. “But you apparently know how to find things the rest of us can’t see.”


  SEARCH INVENTORY: Pike Homicide, Sept. 19, 1932


  SEIZED FROM THE ICEHOUSE PORCH:


  Noose, cut


  Leather pouch


  Pipe


  Photographs: sawdust on porch w/footprints, body cut down


  SEIZED FROM VICTIM:


  Boots


  Dress


  Underwear/sanitary napkin


  Photographs: autopsy


  SEIZED FROM MASTER BEDROOM:


  Photographs: broken glass window


  Photographs: interior of house—ransacked


  List of names—dinner party following week


  Sheets, pillows, coverlet, nightgown—stained


  Swaddling blankets


  Metal basin


  By the time Ross got home, it was daybreak. He walked inside, thanking a God he no longer believed in that Shelby did not seem to be around. Making a beeline upstairs, he shut the door of his room behind him, crawled into bed fully clothed, and finally let himself go to pieces.


  Most of the time when Ross thought about his life, he imagined living it alone. The very concept of a family did not appear to be in the cards for him. He was not commitment-shy, or unattractive, or too free-spirited to settle; but whenever he tried to give his heart away, he found himself holding it out to a person who was no longer there.


  There were women. The waitress in Duluth who took him home with the extra beef stew one night; the soccer mom who had never been told by her businessman husband that she was worthy of more than that life; the scarred breast-cancer survivor who had to be reminded how beautiful she still was. But these were women who needed him for a night or two, who dropped him the moment they saw how much Ross needed them. After all, who could love someone like him—a man who sometimes could not get out of bed even though he had not slept for weeks, a man who had tried to kill himself so many times that he believed he was invincible, a man who could not even love himself?


  Ross pulled a pillow over his head. He wanted a woman who would feel about him the way he felt about her—as if she’d been missing something until they met, willing to give up everything to follow him from one world to another, certain that every disastrous second she’d spent alone had only been leading up to this moment.


  He wanted a woman who did not exist.


  There was a knock on his door, which Ross ignored. Maybe Shelby would think he was asleep. He ducked further beneath the covers.


  “Hey.” She sat down on the edge of the bed, her hand resting gently on the blanket covering his shoulder. “I know you’re not asleep.”


  He tugged down the blanket. “How?”


  “Because you never sleep.”


  “There’s always a first time,” Ross said.


  He watched Shelby pleat the edge of the sheet into a fan, then let it fall apart. “What did the police want?”


  “Nothing.”


  “He came all the way here, and took you all the way to the station, for nothing?”


  “Leave me alone, Shelby. If you want to be a mother, go practice on your son.”


  “My son isn’t the one who’s crying.”


  Ross touched his fingers to his cheeks—Christ, he hadn’t even noticed. “I can’t do this now.”


  “Ross, talk to me...”


  He fell onto his back, his arm covering his eyes. “Shel, look. I haven’t found out that I have six weeks to live, unfortunately. I didn’t commit a felony. I just had a really shitty night that made me remember why it’s no use falling in love. So go back to your room or the library or wherever and let me lick my wounds, all right?”


  “You got dumped by that woman you’ve been seeing?”


  “I haven’t been seeing anyone.” But he had. Just not in that way.


  “Who is she?”


  Ross came up on an elbow. “She,” he said, “is the ghost of a woman who was killed seventy years ago.” He had the satisfaction of watching Shelby’s jaw drop, and he sank back onto the pillows. “Exactly.”


  “You saw a ghost?”


  “I saw a ghost. I touched a ghost. I kissed a ghost.”


  “You kissed a ghost?”


  “I fell so hard for a ghost that everything inside me is still black and blue.”


  “Ross, come on—”


  “Don’t, Shelby. Just don’t. I’m absolutely, a hundred percent, totally aware of what did and did not happen to me out there.”


  His voice was riding high, his eyes wild. “Ross,” she said gently, “there’s no such thing as ghosts.”


  He turned on her. “How do you know? Maybe if you can’t see something, it doesn’t mean it’s not out there. It only means your eyes aren’t tuned quite right, or it’s too well camouflaged, or you just haven’t been lucky enough to find it yet.”


  He was speaking of himself, but to Shelby, he might as well have been speaking of Ethan, and what the future might hold for the scientists searching for a cure to XP. She suddenly understood that whether or not Ross’s ghost was real, right now, it was what he needed to believe. What he needed her to believe.


  She had been there, herself.


  Ross pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes. “God, maybe I am crazy. Maybe I should have myself locked up.”


  “You’re no crazier than anyone else. We all do it.”


  “See ghosts?”


  “Fall for someone who doesn’t exist.” Shelby stroked his hair. “Infatuation’s just another word for not seeing clearly. When you start to love a person—that’s when they become real.”


  Ross turned toward his sister on a sob. “She left,” he choked out. “She left me.”


  Shelby bent low, kissed him on the crown of his head. “Then find her,” she said.


  Date: September 21, 1932


  Time: 1:15 PM


  Interview of: Mrs. Wilmetta Sizemore


  Interview by: Officer Duley Wiggs


  Location: Comtosook Police Department


  Q When did you last see Cissy Pike?


  A.At the Ethan Allen Club, a week ago, when we were having dinner with our spouses and her father, Harry Beaumont. I’ve known Cissy for years; she was the perfect wife, so enamored of Professor Pike and so clearly anticipating the birth of her baby.


  Q.Was there anything unusual about her that night?


  A.I don’t think so... no, wait. There was a moment where poor Cissy spilled a glass of wine. One of the help, a Gypsy boy, came over to assist but took liberties, touching Cissy’s person while trying to clean up the mess. Professor Pike, well, he quite rightly ripped the waiter up one side and down the other. [Pause] I don’t know the Gypsy boy’s name. But you all might want to find out.


  “Goddamn,” Eli said, when he heard the crash. He ran downstairs from the bathroom, half his face still lathered with shaving cream, to find Watson hiding under the coffee table. One quick look at the living room told him there either had been a recent B&E, or a 150-pound dog chasing something. The TV had been knocked off its stand, the pillows tossed from the couch, and one ladderback chair was now tipped over beside a broken window. Eli crouched down near the dog. “Give it up.” He held out his hand, and Watson sheepishly opened his mouth so that the mouse dropped into it.


  Eli tossed it out of the shattered window. “Well, this is great, Watson. We can open a McDonald’s drive-through in our very own home.” The dog’s ears flattened. “I suppose you’re going to tell me it wasn’t your fault. Oh, that’s right, you’re smarter than that. You’re not going to say anything at all.”


  The dog whined and snuffed his nose further into the carpet. Eli put the couch to rights, and then gently set the television back on its pedestal. This, at least, wasn’t smashed. Sighing, he walked to the window and moved the chair that had broken it. A rainbow of shattered glass lined the sill, but since the window had been broken from the inside, most of the shards had landed somewhere in the azalea bushes.


  Suddenly, he turned and charged up the stairs, this time with the dog at his heels. In his bedroom, Eli overturned a pile of folders on his nightstand until he found the manila envelope containing the crime-scene photos. The photographs taken after the Pike homicide were seventy years old, but they had been made with 4x5 negatives—still the best source around for excellent detail. Eli squinted at the shot taken inside Cissy Pike’s bedroom. The focal point of the picture was the bed, but the window was just behind. Something sparkled on the sill. What about the floor?


  Eli scratched his jaw, surprised to remember he was still covered with shaving cream. “When I finish, Watson,” he said, “we’re going for a drive.”
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  Rod van Vleet put his face very close to Ross’s. “Let me get this straight,” he enunciated. “You actually found a ghost?”


  Ross nodded. “Isn’t that what you asked me to do?”


  “No!” Rod threw up his hands and walked away. “I asked you to come check out the property. I never actually expected you to find anything.” He sat down across from Ross in the narrow on-site trailer. “So what am I supposed to do now? Douse the place with Holy Water? Wait until my foreman’s head starts doing 360s?”


  “It’s not a demonic possession. Just a ghost.”


  “Oh, well, fabulous,” Rod said. “I’m glad you’ve cleared that up. And what do I do when it starts coming after my workers?”


  “That probably won’t happen. Curtis Warburton always said that ghosts tend to do their own thing.”


  “Then she should be willing to move somewhere else.”


  Ross shook his head. “According to Curtis, human spirits only leave if they want to. If they’re comfortable where they are, or emotionally tied to the place, or just stubborn, they don’t budge.”


  “Curtis said. According to Curtis. What do you think?”


  For a long moment, Ross was silent. “I don’t really know anymore,” he said finally.


  “Well, let me tell you what I think, then. If a judge happens to believe in this crap and thinks there’s a spirit floating around here, I lose my permit to build. That means one of us is going to have to disappear... and for a nominal fee, I’m sure I can count on both of you to do that.”


  The color drained from Ross’s face. “I can’t make her leave.”


  “Then I’ll find someone who can.”


  They stared at each other, and then, without another word, Ross slammed out of the trailer. Rod stood in the doorway and watched him go. The workers he passed didn’t even bat an eye. Then again, they were being paid to do a job—and minor setbacks like frozen ground in August, or shovel handles that split at the touch of a hand, or nails that simply would not burrow straight, were all just a path to fat overtime checks. So he had a ghost in his strip mall. So what? Maybe he could even capitalize on it. Launch a breakfast café called “Restaurant In Peace,” and sell boo-gels and scream cheese. When the press interviewed him, he’d deadpan and say the place was a great undertaking.


  Or maybe... he wouldn’t build a strip mall at all. New England was full of creepy old B&Bs stuffed to their dusty rafters with stories of hauntings. If he already had a ghost, why not build a hotel around it?


  After, of course, he had found someone to officially evict the thing.


  Just in case.


  Rod whipped his cell phone out of his pocket and dialed 411. “Angel Quarry,” a voice answered.


  He checked the number, then hung up and redialed. When the operator picked up on the other end, Rod exhaled. In truth, he’d been expecting the quarry again. “Yes,” he said. “I’m trying to find a Mr. Curtis Warburton.”
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  The Forensic Lab in Montpelier prioritized cases depending on severity. Which meant that although evidence from a homicide that needed processing might be returned in just a day’s time, a simple burglary might not yield results for several weeks. Eli knew this well, which was why he was even now holding a conversation with Tuck Boorhies, a technician he’d worked with in the past. “A murder?” Tuck said. “In Comtosook?”


  “That’s right,” Eli said. He did not mention that the event had occurred seventy years ago.


  Tuck took the print from Eli. “Jeez. What’s with the black-and-white?”


  “Crime-scene photographer is a purist. How long is this going to take?”


  “How long are you going to stand there breathing down my neck?” Tuck answered, but he scanned the print into the computer programmed with Adobe Photoshop. “Now, what part do you want blown up?”


  Eli showed him on the screen, and the computer zoomed into the bedroom window and the wooden floor in front of it. The technician punched buttons, highlighting the contrast between light and dark. “What do you see?” Eli asked.


  “A floor.”


  “What do you see on the floor?”


  “Nothing,” Tuck said.


  Eli grinned. “That’s right.”


  Ten minutes later, he had a print of this enlargement, as well as some others, including a zoom taken from a photograph shot outside the house below Cecelia Pike’s window. There on the grass, near the feet of the ladder still propped against the house, were small winking chips that looked like broken glass. “There’s no glass inside,” Eli said to Watson, a half-hour later on the drive home, as the bloodhound panted beside him in the cab of the truck. “But there is glass outside. That means no one took her out; she broke out. But if she was being abducted, why would she have broken out?”


  Eli slowed as a car passed him. “She wasn’t abducted, that’s why. She was running away. Why else would you go out the window, instead of using the bedroom door? Because you don’t want someone to see you leaving. Or because you try going downstairs, and can’t, since the bedroom door and window have been locked by someone trying to keep you there.”


  He turned to the dog. “Next question: why was the downstairs of the house wrecked? Pike says on the police report that Gray Wolf entered the bedroom through the broken window. If that’s true, then he wouldn’t walk downstairs with the victim to make his escape—he’d go out the way he came. Which means that house must have been tossed by someone else.” He thought about staging this crime, and what it might accomplish. Then Eli put on his blinker, turning off at the exit. “All roads,” he said, “lead to Spencer Pike.”


  CORONER’S REPORT


  CAUSE OF DEATH: HANGING


  MANNER OF DEATH: SUICIDE


  Significant associated findings:


  Recent childbirth, at or near term.


  EXTERNAL EXAMINATION


  External exam: The body is that of a well-developed well-nourished white female who appears the stated age. Hair is blond. Irides are brown. Pupils are equal and measure 6mm each. The body measures sixty-two inches in length and weighs 124 pounds. No scars are identified. There is moderate rigor. Moderate livor is noted in the hands, forearms, feet and legs. There is slight livor noted on the back of the trunk.


  The eyes are prominent. A 2 cm red groove is noted in the neck, more prominent anteriorly. It extends from just above the level of the thyroid cartilage to the level of the ears. Petechiae are noted in the skin above the groove. Bloody mucus exudes from the mouth and nares. The tongue is protuberant and the protruding tip is dusky and dry. Linear scratch marks are noted in the skin of the neck.


  Examination of the thorax reveals the breasts are engorged. No ecchymoses are identified.


  Examination of the abdomen reveals a protuberant abdomen with striae noted. The uterus is palpated four inches above the pubis.


  Examination of the extremities reveals multiple ecchymoses on both shins and wrists.


  INTERNAL EXAMINATION


  The body is opened through a standard Y-incision. The thoracic and abdominal viscera are in their appropriate positions. There is no measurable pleural or peritoneal fluid. Examination of the neck reveals no evidence of fracture of the thyroid cartilage or hyoid bone. There are ecchymoses only underneath the externally noted groove.


  The right lung weighs 300 grams and the left lung weighs 280 grams. There is minimal congestion in the posterior aspects of the lower lobes bilaterally. The heart weighs 350 grams. No abnormalities are identified.


  The liver weighs 1200 grams and on sectioning it contains 600 cc of liquid blood. The liver otherwise shows mild nutmeg appearance. The pancreas, gallbladder, and biliary tree are unremarkable. The spleen weighs 100 grams. It is unremarkable externally and on sectioning. Examination of the stomach reveals a small amount of partially digested food. No pills are identified. No abnormalities are noted in the intestines.


  The kidneys, ureters, and bladder are normal in location and contour.


  The uterus weighs 450 grams. The endometrial lining is thick and hemorrhagic. The wall measures 2 cm in thickness. Examination of the ovaries reveals a 2 cm corpus luteum in the right ovary. The left ovary is unremarkable.


  The abdominal aorta and vena cava are unremarkable. There is minimal postmortem hemorrhage. Examination of the brain and spinal cord shows no significant gross abnormalities.


  MICROSCOPIC EXAMINATION


  Sections of the ecchymotic area over the right flank show small numbers of segmented neutrophils around the extravasated red cells. Sections of the lungs show mild congestion and edemA.There is no evidence of pneumoniA.Sections of the liver hematoma confirm the gross impression of blood without significant organization. Sections of the other viscera are unremarkable.


  “Translate for me, Wesley,” Eli said. He sat on the porch of the old man’s house, holding a sweating glass of lemonade. Watson had turned himself into an area rug beneath the hanging cedar swing.


  Wesley Sneap had been the town doctor back when there were town doctors—and by default, the county coroner until 1985. The coming of HMOs, plus a shaking scalpel hand, had pushed Wesley into retirement. However, he still kept a microscope and makeshift lab in his basement. And sitting on a sideboard in his parlor was his old black medicine bag, just in case someone should call for assistance.


  “Well,” he sighed, “she was hanged, all right. You could see it in her face, and in the way she scratched at her neck.”


  Eli leaned forward, hands clasped. “What else?”


  The doctor skimmed the report again. “Lot of the notes just confirm a recent delivery of a baby... the thickness of the uterus, the colostrum, the size of the heart. Oh, and she had a fight with someone a few hours before the hanging. There are bruises on her shins and her wrists, but only the wrists show inflammation in reaction to the injury. The bruises on her shins don’t, because she died before there was time for a cellular response. Probably was kicking like the devil to get free.”


  “What was the time of death?”


  “Let’s see.” Wesley frowned. “Nothing in her stomach, but then again she was busy giving birth. We can guess the hanging interval though... it was long enough for there to be livor—blood pooling, that is—in the legs and lower arms... at least four or five hours. But she wasn’t hanging much longer than that, because it would have been fixed. Instead, there was some redistribution of blood to the back of the trunk after she was cut down.”


  “The husband told the cops he cut down the body around ten-thirty in the morning... but that the killer came into the house in the middle of the night.”


  Wesley shook his head. “Doesn’t fit. Based on the autopsy report, if she was cut down at ten-thirty in the morning, then she was hanged at around six A.M.”


  “What if she was hanged in the middle of the night?” Eli asked.


  “Then she was cut down by six or seven A.M. Otherwise, the livor would have been fixed and wouldn’t have redistributed to the back of the trunk.”


  He picked up one of the slides that had been tucked into the autopsy report, holding it up to the light. “Huh.”


  “What’d you find?”


  “Well, the old ME mentioned a bruise on the right flank, and then he talks about a liver hematomA.He seems to have chalked those up to some physical traumA.See here, when he talks about that nutmeg liver? He thought they were expanded blood vessels, from right-sided heart failure.”


  “So what?”


  “Imagine it like a backed-up drainpipe: when the heart isn’t working well, everything jams up in the liver. But she died instantaneously... and there wouldn’t have been time for this kind of reaction.” He squinted at the slide. “Come downstairs with me. I want to take a closer look.”


  Eli followed Wesley down to the basement. Where most men had a workshop or an exercise room, Wesley had a stainless-steel examination table and a counter full of instruments and microscopes. “I remember this case,” he said, pulling stain from a shelf. “When I came to Comtosook in 1943, folks still talked about it. In fact, I can recall how teenage boys used to hide in the woods at the Pike place on Halloween night, so that they could live to tell about it in the halls of the school the next day.”


  “Yeah? What did they say?”


  “Not much, come to think of it. They’d go out there as a dare, and come back quiet as church mice. I once treated a fellow, a football star, who couldn’t speak for the whole month of November. Had him go to Boston, to have his larynx checked out by a hoity-toity specialist and everything.”


  “What was wrong with him?”


  “Not a thing, physically. Started talking again one day as if there’d never been a problem.”


  “You think something happened to him at the Pike property?”


  Wesley shrugged. “I think things can happen to a body that never make it to the medical books. Like how grief can kill you, or how falling in love can give you the bed spins. I never thought that boy had any damage to his vocal cords, no matter how many fancy tests those city doctors sent him for. And I was right all along—that’s what had come of swallowing sadness.” He slipped the slide beneath the microscope and sucked in his breath. “Aha.”


  “What is it?”


  “Fibrin deposition within the periportal sinusoids, and microscopic areas of hemorrhage. And coagulative necrosis in the periportal hepatocytes.”


  “Jesus, Wesley. English.”


  Wesley took off his glasses, then rubbed his eyes. “Preeclampsia is a serious complication of pregnancy. It gets even more serious when it causes the HELLP syndrome—that’s short for hemolysis, elevated liver enzyme levels, and a low platelet count. They’ve only been diagnosing it for about twenty years—and it’s treatable, now that they know what it is. But back then, it was a different story... and could escalate quickly. It looks to me like this liver hematoma developed as a result of the HELLP syndrome... not the knocking around your old medical examiner seemed to think.”


  “Does that affect my investigation?”


  The doctor shook his head. “Not really. It just means that if Cissy Pike hadn’t been hanged, she probably would have died of natural causes within a couple of days.”
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  Spencer Pike’s skin had gone a dull shade of yellow, like rotting parchment. Tubes piped oxygen into his nose. He watched Eli start his tape recorder with the disappointment of a man who knew he had limited time left on this earth and was not willing to share it with a stranger. “Last I heard, it wasn’t a criminal act to sell a piece of land that belongs to you.”


  “It isn’t,” Eli agreed. He glanced at the other residents of the home sitting in this cafeteria, eating an unidentifiable lunch best suited to a mouth without teeth. “I wonder, though, what made you decide to sell at all.”


  Pike chuckled. “I just want to be able to continue to live in the sumptuous style to which I’ve become accustomed. You can tell those Gypsies that it’s mine, Detective. If I want to set up a carnival there, I have the right to do it. If I want to donate it to white supremacists, I can. And if I feel like letting some fool developer give me cash for it, instead of waiting for the state of Vermont to take it as part of my estate when I’m gone, then that’s my prerogative too.”


  Eli realized two things at that moment: Spencer Pike thought he’d come to smooth out relations with the protesting Abenaki, and Spencer Pike did not realize Eli was part-Native American. He seized on this. “It sounds like you’ve had some run-ins before with the Abenaki.”


  “Damn right I have! One of them killed my wife.”


  “Yes, that’s what it says in the police report. That must have been very difficult.”


  “She was the love of my life. No one should have to bury his wife and his baby the same day.”


  “I understand their graves are on the land?”


  “Yes.”


  Eli tipped his head. “Not at the church cemetery? Years ago you were quite active in the Congregational assembly...”


  “My daughter was stillborn,” Pike said. “And my wife was dead. I... wasn’t ready to let them both go. I wanted them in a place where they could find me, and I could find them.” He turned away, but not before Eli noticed that he was crying.


  Nowhere in the original police report was there any mention of the infant’s body. Eli had read this and counted it up to sloppy police work—any self-respecting medical examiner would have conducted an autopsy. On the other hand, if an influential rich man called in to report his wife’s homicide, the last thing an officer was going to want to do was cause him any more suffering. If Pike said the baby had been stillborn, they would take his word for it.


  People see what they want to see, Eli knew, and police officers were no different. “You found her,” he repeated.


  “I was the one who cut her down. I knew enough to realize that you folks would want to see the way... it had been done. But I couldn’t stand to see her like that. It looked like...” His voice trailed off. “It looked like she was in pain.”


  “What about her father?”


  “Harry? He lived on the Hill. He was in Boston at a conference and came home immediately. Never was the same after Cissy was killed... drank himself to death two years later.”


  He was in Boston. Which ruled him out as a suspect. “Did you see a step stool anywhere?” Eli asked. “Something that your wife might have climbed up on by herself?”


  “My wife was murdered,” Pike corrected, his voice dry as flint. “If she committed suicide, then she must have flown up to the rafter—it was ten feet off the ground, and there was nothing for her to stand on to reach it.”


  Eli met the old man’s gaze dead on. “I’m just trying to understand what happened, Mr. Pike. With all of the controversy surrounding the sale of your land, we’ve had some new leads regarding Gray Wolf. As far as I’m concerned, this case wasn’t solved to my satisfaction.”


  “Mine either.”


  Eli waited, aware that silence could exert the strongest pressure, but Pike confessed nothing. A nurse approached, smiling. “Time for physical therapy.”


  Eli put his hand on the wheelchair. “Do you have any idea where Gray Wolf might have gone after that night?”


  Pike shook his head. “But if you’re looking for him now, Detective, you might as well start in hell.”


  Eli stood as the old man was wheeled out. He waited until the nurse turned the corner with the wheelchair, until the other residents seemed to have nodded their heads into the mush on their plates. Then he removed a pair of latex gloves from his pocket, opened up a Ziploc bag he’d taken from home, and plucked the old man’s water glass off his tray.
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  In Comtosook, things started returning to normal. Clocks that had stopped running at the stroke of midnight weeks earlier began ticking again; the swings at the playground no longer moaned when a child sat down; butterflies that had gone gray bled with fresh color. Cautious mothers crept out of the house and let their toddlers play on the sidewalks. The glowing beetles that had infested the birch trees near the town offices vanished. Images that had slipped right off the paper in photo development shops now stuck fast, proof of change.


  But the local undertaker, who had grown accustomed to finding one perfect peony inside the mouths of his clients, still checked behind their lips and teeth out of habit. Abe Huppinworth swept the porch of the Gas & Grocery every morning although it was bare as a bone. Middle-aged businessmen who, of late, had overslept on the tails of dreams now woke to their alarm clocks and pulled the covers over their heads, as if finding fantasy might be that simple. And in general, the residents of the town wondered why they all felt hollow just beneath the throat, the result of missing something they had never been able to name in the first place.
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  Shelby barely made it out of the attorney’s office before running to the bushes and vomiting. Afterward, she wiped her mouth on a Kleenex and sank to the curb, berating herself. Having a will drawn up was perfectly normal, something any adult would do at a given point in her life, especially when she had a son.


  Except Shelby knew, for a fact, that the estate and its entirety that she had just signed away to Ethan would never be his.


  Shelby had gone into labor in the middle of a thunderstorm. Thomas drove to the hospital in their old convertible, the one with the top that got stuck when open and was stuck even then, so that on the highway ripped with contractions, she found herself being soaked. When they took her newborn and placed him on her chest, boneless and sticky as a tree frog, Shelby could not tear her eyes away. “Look,” she had said to Thomas, over and over. “Have you ever seen anything like him?”


  Ethan had been the most beautiful boy. Strong and dark-haired, with the fists of a fighter and eyes as pale as turquoise, he turned heads from the moment Shelby brought him home. “That,” people would say, stopping her on the street, “is a perfect baby.” Ethan’s defects, it turned out, were the ones you could not see.


  The first time he’d been badly burned by the sun, he was six weeks old. Thomas and Shelby had been living in New Hampshire at the time, near the shore, and drove out to the Plum Island Bird Sanctuary in October, when no one was on the beach. On this long, desolate stretch of sand, with seagulls stealing their crackers, they lay a sleeping Ethan down and kissed, their hands moving beneath each other’s sweaters and their hair going stiff with the salt in the air. “I feel like a high school kid,” Shelby said when Thomas unbuttoned her jeans and slipped his hand between her legs. And Thomas had laughed. “High school kids don’t own infant car seats,” he’d answered.


  Lost in each other, they hadn’t noticed the alarming mulberry of their baby’s skin, deepening under the eye of the sun. They did not realize that what they thought was a rash might actually be blisters. And late that night, when not even cool compresses could soothe a screaming Ethan, Shelby understood that this moment was only the beginning.


  The doctors had never been able to tell her whether it was her DNA or Thomas’s that carried this fatal flaw, but to Shelby, it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. She assumed that Ethan’s condition was her fault, and because she had not prevented it, she would spend the rest of her life trying to make up for her shortcomings.


  Nobody could tell her how long Ethan had left. She asked the dermatologist at every visit, and each time he said that it depended on how much damage had been done to Ethan’s skin before his diagnosis—every minute he’d been outside and uncovered as a baby might have stripped days off his life. Shelby imagined cancers like jellyfish that slipped through the sea and sometimes rose to the surface—you knew they were there, and were dangerous, even if you could not see them at first sight.


  How on earth did you lower your baby’s body into the ground and then keep on living?


  Shelby buried her face in her hands. Her pocketbook strap fell to the side. In spite of this crisp new will tucked into her pocketbook, it was not Ethan who would sort through her china, her photographs, her old love letters. It was Shelby, who would fold small shirts into smaller squares to pack up to Goodwill, who would open the windows of his bedroom and let free the smell of him until anyone at all, and not this incredibly special boy, might have lived there.


  She heard the growling approach of a vehicle, but didn’t look up. In the first place, she was a mess. In the second, she had precious few places where she was allowed nervous breakdowns, and if she used a public street to do so it was no one else’s business. The windows of the car were open; she could hear the twang of a guitar on the radio.


  “Ms. Wakeman?” The tires rolled to a stop beside her. Shelby didn’t lift her head at first, until she heard panting. She glanced up out of curiosity, to find the most enormous dog she’d ever seen lolling its head out the window of a black truck. A hand pushed the skull to the side, revealing the cop who had come to her house last night.


  Eli. That was his name.


  She swiped at her cheeks, trying to minimize the damage. “Uh, hello.”


  She could feel him staring at her. Was this what it felt like for Ethan in sunlight—all this incredible heat rushing to the surface of her skin? To her surprise, though, the policeman didn’t mention the obvious—that a crazy woman was sitting on the curb, bawling. He said, “Watson is on his way to get a cup of coffee.”


  “Watson?”


  Eli touched the crown of the dog’s head. “Watson.”


  Shelby felt her mouth curve into a smile as she stood. “The dog drinks coffee?”


  Covering the dog’s floppy ears, ostensibly to keep him from hearing, Eli confided, “He’s trying to stunt his growth.”


  At that, a laugh burst out of her. It hung before Shelby, obscene as a belch, and she held her hand to her chest, stunned to realize that she could produce such a sound.


  “Watson would be honored if you’d join us.”


  Shelby tentatively put her hands on the open frame of the window. “Watson should learn to speak for himself.”


  Reaching around the dog, Eli pulled the passenger door handle, so that it swung open in front of Shelby; a red carpet, a beginning. “What can I tell you,” Eli grinned. “He’s shy.”
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  Ross took a long drag of his cigarette and tossed the butt into the bushes edging the porch. It turned out that being present at the moment you lost someone you loved didn’t make it any easier. It turned out that being numb on the outside didn’t keep you from bleeding internally.


  Ross no longer knew what to believe. Could he love Lia, and still love Aimee? Could Aimee have come back, as Lia had, but chosen not to? And if that was the case... was the connection he’d thought to be so strong between them not anything special at all?


  If he let his mind trip down this road, it negated everything he’d done for the past ten years. Ross had chased after his fiancée—first by courting his own death, later by investigating the paranormal. Yet maybe a relationship he’d chalked up to fate had only been a matter of coincidence. Maybe he’d met Aimee, had loved Aimee, had lost her—simply so that at some point later in his life he would be ghost hunting, and would meet Lia.


  But Rod van Vleet was going to get rid of Lia’s ghost. Maybe not the first time he got some hack to try—maybe not even the second—but eventually, there was a good chance that Lia, wherever she was now, would leave. After all, what did she have to stay for, now that she knew who... and what... she was?


  If finding a ghost had taken Ross several years, he imagined that locating a specific one who didn’t want to be found would take him several lifetimes.


  Why not end this one, then, and start the next?


  He stared at the cigarette burn he’d made on his flesh weeks ago. Just a few inches farther down his arm was the scar that reminded him how close he’d come, once, to dying. It wouldn’t be hard to do it again. There were pills as bright as marbles in Shelby’s bathrooms. There was a Swiss Army knife in Ethan’s nightstand drawer. He had canvassed the house weeks ago, a traveler making sure he knew the quickest path of exit in case of emergency.


  Except, Ross knew, he wouldn’t pass easily to the other side. He’d become a ghost, held to this world by the pain he’d have caused his sister, by what he didn’t do for Lia.


  Maybe he would help Eli Rochert after all. Maybe then, if Lia was somewhere where she could see him, she would have reason to stay... no matter what van Vleet did to make her go.


  Frustrated, he jammed his hands into his shorts, and felt his fingers brush something. From each pocket he withdrew a bright copper penny, dated 1932, so shiny it might have been minted that morning. He had a vision of himself in a coffin, these pennies on his eyes, payment for crossing the River Styx. Would Lia be waiting? Would Aimee?


  “What are those?”


  Lost in his thoughts, Ross was startled by the sound of his nephew’s voice. “What are you doing up?”


  Ethan was wrapped in clothing from head to toe, even though the porch was protected from sunlight. “I don’t know. You don’t sleep, either, do you?” Ethan approached, looking at the pennies. “Those and a dollar’ll get you a cup of coffee.”


  “When did kids turn so cynical?”


  “When the world started going to crap,” Ethan answered. “We’re Generation Z.”


  Ross raised his brows. “What comes after that?”


  “I guess they just start over again.” He sat down on the porch swing and set it rocking, as Ross lit another cigarette. “Can I have one?”


  “What do you think?” Ross shook his head. The very things that branded him such a failure in the eyes of society made him seem positively cool to boys Ethan’s age.


  “Mom says you shouldn’t smoke around me.”


  “Then don’t tell her.”


  “I won’t.” He grinned. “Besides, dying of lung cancer instead would be a surprise.”


  Ross leaned against the porch railing. He was exhausted; he couldn’t sleep if he tried; and now he had to make polite conversation with a nine-year-old when he really wanted to go into hibernation or stick his head in a gas oven or both.


  “I heard you and that cop talking about a ghost last night.”


  “You weren’t supposed to be listening.”


  Ethan shrugged. “I guess there really is a place you go to... afterward,” he said. “What do you think it’s like there?”


  A small ache winced across Ross’s breastbone at the realization that Ethan wasn’t asking out of curiosity, but preparation. He remembered the first time he’d held Ethan as an infant, how he had looked into his blue-black eyes and thought, I already know you. “I don’t know, bud. I’m not expecting harps and angels.”


  “Maybe it’s different for everyone,” Ethan suggested. “Like, I’d have a half-pipe and get to be out in the sun all the time. Enough awesome stuff so that I totally forget about what it used to be like down here. What would you want?”


  What sort of world order would let a kid like Ethan die—a kid with his whole life in front of him—yet keep Ross alive and miserable, although there was nothing left for him and never would be? This world, which he would throw away in a heartbeat, was something rare and precious to people who could not afford to take it for granted.


  Purgatory, he thought, was just a synonym for tomorrow.


  Ross sat down on the porch swing and slipped an arm around Ethan’s narrow shoulders. “What I’d want,” he said, “is to come visit.”


  Like Lia had.
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  “I can’t believe it.” Shelby stood on the porch at the Gas & Grocery and watched Eli’s bloodhound lap tepid coffee from a borrowed bowl.


  “Well, this is easy. It’s when he starts getting the urge for sweetmeats and escargots that it gets to be a drag.”


  Watson seemed to have an excess of skin. It fell over his forehead in a roll that nearly obliterated his eyes. He glanced up at Shelby and poked his snout into her stomach. “Watson!” Eli scolded.


  “It’s all right.” Shelby rubbed behind the dog’s ears. “He just thinks I’m esculent.”


  “Would that be a good thing?”


  “It means edible.”


  “Smart dog,” Eli murmured, lifting his own cup of coffee to his mouth and swallowing his words.


  They were distracted by a station wagon, crunching on the gravel and rolling to a stop. A handsome man with a white streak in his hair and a woman dressed as flamboyantly as a tzigane stepped out of the car. “For the love of God,” the woman said. “Haven’t these towns ever heard of Ralph’s?”


  “Relax, Maylene. All I need is a Sterno and matches. They must stock them for the folks who don’t have electricity yet.”


  Shelby took a combative step forward. She couldn’t stand city folk who came to Comtosook expecting archetypal Vermonters to wear overalls and go barefoot, or possess only seven teeth, or raise Holsteins in their living rooms. “Excuse me,” she began, but Eli grabbed her hand and every single word flew out of her head.


  “She wanted to say that you’ll find the Sternos on the third aisle on the right,” he finished smoothly. The couple nodded at them, surprised, no doubt, to find someone in town with an IQ in the double digits, and entered the general store. “That’s Curtis Warburton,” Eli said, the moment they were out of sight. “He hosts a paranormal cable show about hauntings.”


  “I know. My brother worked for him.” Shelby hesitated. “But that doesn’t make him any less of a moron.”


  “A famous moron, though. And one who probably came to Comtosook for a reason. Watson!” The dog raised his massive head. “Go keep tabs on them.”


  To Shelby’s amazement, Watson padded into the store. “Do I pay taxes for his salary?”


  “He comes cheap. A good steak every now and then.”


  “He can’t possibly tell you what the Warburtons do in there...”


  “Of course not,” Eli said. “But how else was I going to get a minute alone with you?”


  Shelby felt the blush start at her throat and spread upward. She took another sip from her coffee cup, and realized it was empty. “I should walk back home. Ethan’s there with Ross, and you, uh, probably have a lot to do with the Pike case...”


  “Your brother told you?” Shelby nodded. “Then you also know it’s not a priority for the department.”


  His eyes did not leave her face. Even when Shelby tried to turn away, he pulled her back, a moon beholden to gravity. “What does that mean?”


  Eli smiled slowly. “That I’ve got all the time in the world.”


  WITNESS STATEMENT


  Date:September 19, 1932


  Time:11:36 PM


  INTERVIEW OF:John “Gray Wolf” Delacour


  INTERVIEW BY:Officer Duley Wiggs and Detective F. Olivette of the Comtosook Police Department


  LOCATION:Comtosook PD


  SUBJECT:


  1.Q.Can you state your name for the record, and your date of birth?


  A.Gray Wolf.


  2.Q.Is that your given name?


  A.John Delacour. My birthday’s December 5, 1898.


  3. Q.Where do you currently reside?


  A.I’m between places.


  4.Q.Can you tell us where you were last night?


  A.At the Rat Hole. A bar in Winooski.


  5.Q.What time did you arrive?


  A.About eight, I guess.


  6.Q.And what time did you leave?


  A.I don’t know... maybe midnight? One?


  7.Q.Which was it? Midnight or one?


  A.One.


  8.Q.Is there anyone who could vouch for you?


  A.The bartender. His name’s Lemuel.


  9.Q.Do you know a Mrs. Spencer Pike?


  A.[Pause] I do.


  10.Q.Why?


  A.I’ve been doing some work at her house.


  11.Q.When was the last time you saw her?


  A.Yesterday afternoon.


  12.Q.What time yesterday afternoon?


  A.About three.


  13.Q.Are you aware that Mrs. Pike was found dead this morning?


  A.She... she... oh, no. Oh, Jesus.


  14.Q.How come you killed her?


  A.I... God, no, I didn’t do it.


  15.Q.We know you came back yesterday, after three o’clock.


  A.I didn’t. I swear it.


  16.Q.John, John. You should know better than to lie to us.


  A.I—Jesus Christ, don’t hurt me!—I didn’t!


  17.Q.You are one lying piece of shit Gypsy.


  A.I’m not lying...


  18.Q.No? That’s funny, because we know you killed her. You missing some personal property lately?


  A.No.


  19.Q.Really. This photo look familiar?


  A.My... that’s my pipe.


  20.Q.It was at the scene of the crime. Just like you were. With your filthy hands all over a lady—


  A.I wasn’t—


  21.Q.Stop the tape, Duley. [STOPS]


  A.[TAPE RESUMES] God, please... I’ll tell you the truth. I’ll tell you the truth. She was... I would never hurt her, never.


  22.Q.Just like you didn’t hurt the last person you murdered, John?
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  Taken aback, Ross stopped in front of the closed door on the second floor of the police department. The secretary had directed him upstairs to find Eli Rochert, but surely the detective wasn’t getting high on inhalants—although, for all intents and purposes, it smelled that way right now. The scent made Ross dizzy; he knocked once and then pushed open the door to find Eli bent over a box with Plexiglas windows, removing a glass with one gloved hand. “You don’t want to come in here. I’m fuming.”


  Ross ignored him, taking a step inside. “What pissed you off?”


  Eli set the glass on a work counter. “No, I’m fuming. Superglue. The stuff’s noxious, but it develops the best latent ridge impressions.”


  “No kidding?” Ross stepped over the ubiquitous hound that seemed to be the detective’s favorite accessory, and peered at the glass. “Who figured that out?”


  “Some film company over in Japan, I think. The vapor released from heating glue makes Cyanoacrylate Ester adhere to the spots where there was moisture left on the surface. For a while there, before it started costing too much, forensic detectives were putting up tents and fuming dead bodies to see if they could get fingerprints of perps.” Eli nodded at his makeshift glue chamber. “Me, I have to settle for the small stuff.”


  He took out a small jar of black powder and something that looked like the makeup brush Shelby used. As Eli swirled powder over the glass, the fumed fingerprints rose into stark relief. “Of course,” he said casually, “I couldn’t really discuss this procedure with someone who wasn’t involved in the case.” He glanced up, waiting.


  Ross sat down on a lab stool in response.


  “Spencer Pike’s drinking glass,” Eli said, setting it down again to take a photograph of the print. “Filched after an interview at the rest home. I’m getting the print off it before having it tested for DNA.”


  “Why do you need to test it, if you know it was his?”


  “The scientist I have working on the DNA evidence from the murder can compare this to the stuff she’s got from back then. And that just might incriminate the good professor in a way that wasn’t possible seventy years ago.”


  “Whatever happened to hunches?” Ross murmured.


  “We still get them,” Eli said. “But now we back them up.” He pushed an index card in Ross’s direction. “This is a print I lifted from a stone pipe before I sent it off to Frankie for DNA analysis. It’s Abenaki; my grandfather had one just like it. It was found under the porch where Cecelia Pike was hanged. Now, common sense says it belonged to Gray Wolf. But these are Gray Wolf’s prints, courtesy of the State Prison... and they don’t match.”


  Ross squinted at the second card, with its ten tiny boxes set like teeth, and a fingerprint in each one. He tried to liken one of these to the print that Eli had taken from the pipe, but the latter one was far less distinct, and seemed to be missing its bottom half. “How can you tell?”


  “Look at the shape of the fingerprint,” Eli suggested. “Whether it’s an arch, a loop, or a whorl, the position—which finger it’s on, the size—the ridge count of loops, for example. What you’ll notice about Gray Wolf’s prints is that they’re pretty unique—the guy’s got arches on eight of his fingers, which only five percent of the population has. The print I lifted off the pipe isn’t great, but you can still tell it’s a loop. And check out the ridge detail.”


  “Ridge detail?”


  “Right there.” Eli leaned over Ross’s shoulder and pointed to a spot on the fingerprint where the lines forked. “A bifurcation, for example. Or a ridge that just ends suddenly. Or a dot. Finding eight similar characteristics in two different fingerprints happens about as often as tossing a rock up in the air and not having it come back down.” He took away the prison fingerprint card and set down the new print he’d taken from Spencer Pike’s glass. “The point is—even if that pipe did belong to Gray Wolf, his prints weren’t the ones on it. And I’m awfully curious to see whose were.”


  Wheels began to turn for Ross. “If Spencer Pike handled the pipe, he might have planted it.”


  “There you go.” Eli leaned forward, elbowing Ross out of the way as he scrutinized the two prints with a magnifying glass. “It starts to add up, if you look at it... according to the police report, Pike fired Gray Wolf and threw him off his property that afternoon. He was pissed off at the guy—maybe pissed off enough to pin a murder on him. I had the lab in Montpelier working on some of the old crime-scene photos. You can see how the window was broken in the bedroom—it was smashed from the inside.”


  Ross had gone still. “I thought her husband was beating her,” he said softly. “But she told me that he just loved her too much.”


  “You can love something to death,” Eli answered. “I see it all the time.”


  “So you think she was running away from him?”


  “I don’t know,” Eli admitted. “But I do think she fought with him that day. The autopsy report showed bruising on the wrists that happened hours before the death.”


  “Do you think...” Ross swallowed. “Do you think he killed her some other way and then made it look like a hanging?”


  “No. The autopsy proves it, and the photographs... well, anyway, the answer is no. Plus, those photos I enlarged—on the sawdust, beneath where the body was found hanging—there are two sets of footprints. One boot sole is smaller, and seems to correspond to the footwear taken off the victim’s body. The other sole is larger, presumably a man’s. Now, Pike admits to cutting down his wife’s body. But he also says that someone else hanged her. So then where are Gray Wolf’s footprints?” Swearing, Eli put down the magnifying glass and pushed away the fingerprint cards. “Shoot. Pike wasn’t the one holding the pipe.”


  Ross pulled the card closer, staring at the whirlpool of parallel lines. He was familiar with crime-scene linkage, which said that any person who came into contact with an object or another person left a piece of himself behind. Detectives, like Eli, would use this to document that a suspect was in a certain place at a certain time, to find the cause that led to this particular effect. But the same theory could be used to prove the existence of a ghost. Or to make a man rethink suicide. Or to explain why love felt like a phantom limb, long after it was over.


  Forensic detectives already knew what most people spent a lifetime learning: you couldn’t pass through this world without affecting someone else.


  Ross’s chest suddenly felt so tight he thought he might pass out. “You okay?” Eli asked, staring at him curiously. Even the dog cocked its head. Ross grabbed the first thing he could on the table—another set of prints that had been tucked underneath some crime-scene photos. He bent down, pretending to be absorbed by the lines and dips that made up the fingerprints.


  “This is what I’m thinking,” Eli mused. “Pike’s an influential guy. He told the investigating officers a story, and they believed it because it was far easier to blame an Indian than to stand up to a guy who was so well-respected in the town. The question, of course, is why Pike killed his wife, if that’s the way it went down.” He snapped on latex gloves and began to pack the glass for transport to his DNA scientist. “Money, maybe. He did inherit the land.”


  Frowning, Ross glanced from one of the index cards to the print that had come off the pipe. “Uh, I’m not sure about this... but don’t these two match?”


  Eli took the cards out of his hands and began to bob his head back and forth. “Hmmph.” Settling down on a stool, he picked up his magnifying glass and began to scrutinize them. After about five minutes, he rubbed his jaw. “I’ll be damned. I’m going to have to have the experts at the lab take a second glance, but yeah, I’d say this is a match.”


  “So whose prints are they?”


  Eli looked at him. “Cecelia Pike’s. They were rolled postmortem. Standard procedure.”


  “If Gray Wolf wasn’t even there, what was she doing with his pipe?”


  “Holding onto it, apparently,” Eli said. “Among other things.”


  “Like?”


  “Maybe Gray Wolf himself. Say the wife was having an affair... getting rid of her and framing her lover would kill two birds with one stone.”


  “Shut up,” Ross said, his voice rising. “Just shut up, all right? There was no lover. There was no one. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  “Easy...” Eli held up his palms, placating. “I’m not the bad guy here.”


  Ross forced himself to relax, realizing how crazy he must have sounded. “It’s just... she was not having an affair. You didn’t know her.”


  Eli stared at him. “Neither did you.”


  WITNESS STATEMENT


  Date: September 22, 1932


  Time: 8:15 AM


  INTERVIEW OF: Lemuel Tollande


  INTERVIEW BY: Officer Duley Wiggs and Detective F. Olivette of the Comtosook Police Department


  LOCATION: Comtosook PD


  SUBJECT:


  1.Q.State your name and address for the record, please.


  A.Lemuel Tollande, 45A Chestnut Street, Burlington.


  2.Q.Where do you work, Mr. Tollande?


  A.The Rat Hole in Winooski. I tend bar.


  3.Q.Do you know John Delacour, aka Gray Wolf?


  A.Sure. He’s a friend, a regular.


  4.Q.Did you see this man on the night of September 18th?


  A.Yeah. He came in about eight, eight-thirty, and left near one.


  5.Q.At any point did he leave the bar during that time?


  A.I think he went out to get some smokes...


  6.Q.How long was he gone?


  A.I can’t say. The bar was awful busy that night.


  7.Q.Well, are we talking five minutes? An hour?


  A.I... I really can’t tell you. All’s I know is he was gone and then he was back.


  8.Q.Did he tell you he’d been fired from his job?


  A.No... but Gray Wolf’s a pretty private fellA.He keeps his business to himself. [Pause] He ain’t no murderer, though. Wasn’t the first time around, and not this time neither.


  9.Q.Mr. Tollande, have you seen Gray Wolf lately?


  A.Not since that night in the bar.


  10.Q.Do you know where we might find him?


  A.He moves around a lot.


  11.Q.Your people always do. And you lie, too, don’t you?


  What Eli first thought, stepping into the musty, stuffed room that made up the Comtosook Public Library, was that someone with all the bright bloom of Shelby Wakeman didn’t belong in a such a closeted place. He imagined her sitting, instead, among a kaleidoscope of tulips in the Netherlands, or swimming with a rainbow of Caribbean fish, and then drew himself up short at being caught in such a flight of fancy.


  Watson, unused to being on a leash, yanked so hard all of a sudden that Eli went flying, nearly jackknifing himself on the front desk. The resulting noise caused Shelby to look up from the computer terminal where she sat. “Well, hello,” she said, getting up and coming around the counter. She looked at Watson, who was wagging his ridiculous tail so hard it made his face shake. “You aren’t allowed in here,” she scolded, but she was patting him all the same. “Then again, who am I to tell a cop what to do.”


  When she smiled at him, Eli’s heart raced like a Roman candle. “Hey,” he managed.


  Brilliant, Rochert. She works in a library, she knows the whole dictionary, and that’s the only word you can scrape out?


  “Were you looking for something in particular?” Shelby asked, and Eli opened his mouth only to realize that she was speaking to Watson. “Hound of the Baskervilles, maybe, with your namesake? Or Robert Stone’s Dog Soldiers?”


  “Actually, he just came to keep me company,” Eli said. “I was looking for town records from the thirties.”


  He was not particularly looking for town records from the thirties. In fact, he’d come expressly to see if Shelby was working today. But the murder case was on his mind, and that excuse was the first to pop into his head. It occurred to Eli that, between his investigation of a seventy-year-old murder case and his itch to see this woman, he was clocking precious little time for police work.


  She was staring at him curiously, wondering, no doubt, why a policeman wouldn’t know that all municipal records were stored next door to the department in the town clerk’s office. “I know exactly where they are... but it’s not here.”


  “Any chance you can show me?”


  Before Shelby could even pose the question, the other librarian on duty—one who’d been so still and wrinkled Eli hadn’t realized she was animate—waved her along. They walked down the steps with Watson between them, Shelby squinting in the sun.


  “Beautiful out, isn’t it?”


  She nodded. “I forget how bright it gets, sometimes.”


  “You mean working in the library all day?”


  “That, and staying up all night with Ethan. It’s the only time he can go out to play.” They began to walk down Main Street, Watson sniffing at cracks in the sidewalk and patches of gum stuck to the ground.


  “When do you sleep? You must be exhausted.”


  She smiled tightly. “You do what you have to do.”


  A kid on a scooter passed them on the left, pushing Shelby toward Eli. He felt the charge that came from being so close. He could trip, blame it on Watson, and brush up against her. He could even push Watson into her, and then catch her when she fell.


  What would she feel like in his arms?


  Then they were at the municipal offices, and Eli felt a slow roll of frustration. Had the buildings in this town always been so close together? He followed Shelby up the stone steps and into the first room on the right. “Lottie,” she said to the colossal town clerk, “have you lost weight?”


  If she’d lost an ounce, Eli would eat Watson’s grain for a week. But the woman beamed. “I think that diet’s working,” she tittered, waving them into the bowels of the building without question.


  The basement was dark and moldy, with spiderwebs festooning the ceiling. Watson immediately tugged free of his leash to chase a rodent behind a stack of boxes. Unerringly, Shelby crawled over a small bunker of crates into a narrow aisle of filing cabinets that had not seen the better half of this century. She opened a drawer and pulled out a yellowed stack of cards. “These are from 1932.”


  Stupefied, Eli could only stare at her. “Are you psychic too?”


  “Ross isn’t psychic,” Shelby corrected. “And no, I’m not either. I found them the hard way the last time I was here—by going through every other drawer before I hit this one.”


  He moved into the narrow aisle to stand beside her, only to realize there wasn’t really space for two. They were pressed up against each other from chest to hip; Eli could feel her breath against his shoulder. In this basement, with the air thick as blood around them, Eli thought time might have stopped. After all, lately, stranger things had happened.


  “Why are you doing this?” Shelby asked quietly. “It isn’t going to solve anything.”


  It took him a moment to realize she was talking about the murder case. Eli shrugged. “People do all sorts of crazy things every day.” A shaft of sunlight fell onto her cheek from the one window in this cellar, as if it had sought and found the only object of beauty worth illuminating. Eli leaned forward, toward that halo. Would it be warm, there?


  Shelby reared back so suddenly that a short wall of boxes tumbled to the ground, spilling their contents. She thrust the stack of cards into Eli’s hand. From across the room, Watson sneezed. “The one, um, that you want should be in front,” she murmured.


  Eli took her lead, forcing himself to concentrate on the brittle pile of death certificates he now held. He glanced down at Cecelia Pike’s, signed by the same ME who had done the autopsy. He had responded to a call placed to the Comtosook Police department at 10:58, concerning an alleged homicide. The time of death had been certified at 11:32 A.M. Stuck to this card with what could only be blood was one for the newborn, also certified at 11:32. His mind scrambled back to his talk with Wesley Sneap, who’d said Cecelia Pike had been hanged near midnight, and cut down to a horizontal position about 6 or 7 A.M. But the police hadn’t been called in until eleven... which gave Pike plenty of time to stage the scene.


  He glanced up at the sound of footsteps. “Hello? Hello down there?”


  There was a clatter, and the whump of Watson finding someone new to greet. “Whoa, Pilgrim. Down! News flash—you’re not a Pomeranian,” said Frankie Martine. She wore jogging pants with a white stripe, and a formfitting T-shirt that read HOTBOD. Her blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and in spite of her lack of makeup, she could have given any model a run for her money. That was Frankie’s cross to bear—she was Marie Curie trapped in Marilyn Monroe’s body. “Eli Rochert. What’s a girl gotta do to find you in this town!”


  A smile split his face. “Jeez, Frankie, I never expected door-to-door service. What are you doing here?”


  “No way was I gonna get into this on the phone.” She peered over his shoulder, and he belatedly remembered Shelby.


  “Frankie Martine, this is Shelby Wakeman. Shelby’s—”


  “Leaving,” Shelby murmured. “I, uh, have to go.” And without even looking at him, she backed out of the pile of cartons and fled up the stairs.
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  “Your girlfriend’s gonna be ma-a-ad,” Frankie sang as Eli escorted her into his makeshift lab. She took a seat and propped her feet up on Watson.


  “She’s not my girlfriend. Yet.”


  “Yeah, well, you just blew that one back about three months.”


  Eli scowled. “Is it my fault you’re beautiful?”


  “Gee, was that a compliment?” Frankie leaned forward, plucking a particular page from the sheaf. “C’mon. Admit. You love me.”


  He did. Because all the sharpest detective work that Eli did amounted to nothing at all if Frankie couldn’t take the traces of evidence a perp had left behind, and make heads and tails of it. She was leafing through his evidence—the clothing and articles that hadn’t been sent to her. “Nice print.”


  “I took it off the pipe before giving it to you,” Eli said.


  “Yeah? Whose is it?”


  “The victim’s, strangely enough.”


  “Hmm,” Frankie said, but did not elaborate. “How come I didn’t get this?” She was holding up the victim’s nightgown, with a small brown splotch on one side.


  “How much blood did you need? You had the rest of her clothing.”


  “It’s the wrong color.” Frankie pursed her lips. “I mean, I don’t get to see seventy-year-old blood very often, but still.” She rolled it into a ball and tucked it into her black bag. “Just in case I get bored when I go to visit my friends at the lab in Montpelier.” Then she tossed him a file. “Look at this.”
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  Table 1—Amelogenin Typing Results


  KEY: Types in parentheses ( ) are lesser in intensity than types not in parentheses.


  — No conclusive results


  ** Drop-out may have occurred due to limited amount of DNA


  She took one look at Eli’s face and rolled her eyes. “Crash course?”


  “Please.”


  “OK. Basic DNA—everything you’ve got came from either your mom or your dad. She gives you one allele, and he gives you another. The result—a baby with big feet or dimples or curly hair. All those physical traits are on your DNA strand, but they don’t do a lot of good in criminal investigations. So we test the DNA for different traits—like vWA or TH01. At those spots, every person’s gonna have a type: one number from Mom and one from Dad. The DNA we extract from evidence—even really old, difficult evidence like the stuff you sent me—narrows the pool for who might have left that DNA behind.” She smoothed out the corners of the chart she’d handed Eli. “Each of these columns here with the weird number on top is one of those traits. At each trait, there are two numbers—the alleles—which came from the mom and dad of whoever left that DNA behind. Capisce?”


  “So far.”


  “OK. Before we can analyze evidence, we need control samples—that is, DNA profiles we can compare to the ones we’re about to find on the rope or medicine pouch. The first control sample came from the victim’s blood, which was all over the evidence thanks to her recent labor and delivery. The results I got I labeled as CeceliA.As for your missing perp—well, you got lucky. Making the assumption that the saliva on the pipe was his, I concentrated the DNA yield and was able to get all eight loci... which I titled Gray Wolf. Finally came the glass you just sent—that saliva was the basis for the eight numbers that make up the profile of someone different than Gray Wolf’s profile... they’re listed as Spencer Pike.”


  “Hang on. So that means that we definitely have the DNA of these three people?”


  “Two out of three are a lock. The third is a little less of a sure thing. I can’t tell you that this particular DNA belonged to Gray Wolf, because I never had a control sample.”


  “So all you really know is that you’ve got DNA on the pipe that’s male, and different from Spencer Pike’s.”


  “Actually, I’ve got a little more than that.” Frankie trailed her finger down the page. “One of the byproducts of DNA testing is that we’ve got charts, now, of subpopulations, which show how alleles tend to crop up with frequency in various ethnic and racial groups.”


  “You lost me,” Eli said.


  “We can generate statistics collected by typing people of a certain background—white, black, Native American. Say you’ve got a white Rolls-Royce. Rolls are only two percent of the entire car population.”


  “And you know this... why?”


  Frankie shook her head. “Shut up, Eli. Two percent. White cars are fifteen percent of the total car population. To approximate how many white Rolls-Royces there are, we say fifteen percent of two percent of the car population... which means that .3 percent, or three out of every thousand cars, is a white Rolls. That’s the same thing we do when we look at the way types tend to crop up with frequency in various subpopulations. For example, the rope end—the profile I got there is found in one in 1.7 million Caucasians, but only one in 450 million Native Americans. That means if I filled a football stadium with 450 million Indians and another stadium with 450 million whites, I’d expect 264 Caucasians in that stadium to have a matching profile... but only one Native American to have it.”


  “So whoever handled the rope end was more likely white than Native American?”


  “Right. But now, look at the numbers from the pipe. The chances of finding a D5S818 combo of 11,11 is fourteen percent in the Caucasian population, seven percent in the African American population, and twelve percent in the Hispanic population. But the chance of finding an 11,11 combination there in the Native American population is thirty-five percent—that’s more than twice as common as the Caucasian population. If you look at the whole profile on the pipe, the chance of it coming from a Caucasian is one in 320 million; from an African American it’s one in 520 million; from a Hispanic it’s one in 41 million. From a Native American, though, it’s only one in 330,000.”


  “So whoever smoked the pipe was an Indian.”


  “That would be my unofficial assumption.”


  Eli nodded. “What else?”


  “There was no surprise when I tested the rope loop, with the epidermal cells that came from the victim’s neck—if you compare the row to Cecelia’s control sample, they’re identical. I only got seven of the eight systems when I tested the noose, but I’d still call it a success. Then I tested the end of the rope, as a different sample. I wasn’t expecting much, and even after scraping for E-cells I had no luck. So I used a PCR procedure to replicate billions of copies of discrete areas of the DNA, and managed to get six loci, which was pretty much a miracle. And of those six systems, every single one is a match to the DNA taken from Spencer Pike’s drinking glass.”


  It didn’t necessarily mean that Pike had hanged his wife, but it at least meant that he’d handled that rope. Eli looked at the empty row on the chart. “What happened with the medicine pouch?”


  Frankie narrowed her eyes. “What happened is that your favorite DNA scientist nearly came here and committed a felony against the detective that begged for her help. You have no idea what a bitch this was, Eli. I would have scrapped it, if you didn’t have such a dearth of evidence to begin with.”


  “I’ll take you out to dinner.”


  “No, you’ll buy me a yacht,” Frankie said. “The first time I tested it I came up dry. I wound up taking a second cutting off the string that came in contact with the neck. I got two profiles—both similar, both consistent with a mixture.”


  “Meaning?”


  “That there was more than one or two types in most of the systems. Look at that line on the chart... see the spots where there are three numbers, instead of two?”


  “Yeah.” Eli frowned. “What’s up with that?”


  “You know how you get one allele from Mom and one from Dad? If you wind up with three or four, either you’re a freak, or there’s a mixture of DNA from at least two people. And given their genetic makeup, neither Cecelia Pike nor Gray Wolf can be excluded as cocontributors to this mixture.”


  Eli whistled softly. “But not Spencer Pike?”


  “Nope. See the D7S820 location? He’s a 10,10. But the medicine bag is an 11, (12) or an 11,11. That’s not in Pike’s genetic profile... so it couldn’t be him.”


  Eli exhaled heavily. This would throw a wrench into his theory about the crime, because now DNA evidence placed Gray Wolf at the scene, too. But maybe Pike’s staging didn’t extend to the medicine pouch. Maybe, for whatever reason, Gray Wolf had worn it for some time and given it to Cecelia as a love trinket, which she ripped off her neck during the hanging...


  “There’s something else, Eli.” Frankie hesitated. “It bothered me enough that I actually went back to that damn pouch and tested at six more loci. See?”
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  Table 2—Typing Results


  KEY: Types in parentheses ( ) are lesser in intensity than types not in parentheses.


  — No conclusive results


  ** Drop-out may have occurred due to limited amount of DNA


  Frankie traced the rows with a scarlet fingernail. “At not a single location did I come up with four types. In these tests, I didn’t even come up with three types.”


  “So what?”


  “So, if you and I were to grab hold of something and leave our skin cells all over it, chances are that at one of fifteen spots, we’d have four separate types. I mean, you get two from your parents, and I get two from my parents, and the likelihood of us having the same types more than once or twice in a profile is pretty slim.”


  “You said that the DNA was hard to extract. Maybe there was some snafu.”


  “No. That’s why I went for the extra tests.” Frankie tucked her hair behind her ears. “When I see profiles of mixtures where there are only three types, or even two, they’re usually between direct descendants. Since the parent always gives one allele to the offspring, the parent and offspring will always have at least one allele in common. If Cecelia Pike was Gray Wolf’s daughter, this is exactly what I’d expect a mixture of their DNA to look like.”


  Eli shook his head. “No way. Cecelia Pike was white.”


  Frankie pulled another piece of paper out of her folder. “Statistically speaking,” she said, “I don’t think so.”


  NINE


  As far as Ross was concerned, Eli Rochert could go to hell. You did not have to meet a person, flesh and blood, to know them. Couldn’t you read a diary, and feel a kinship? Sift through yellowed love letters, and bring a romance back to life? Connect two distant keyboards in an Internet chat room? Ross had known Lia, and the cop was wrong—if she were having an affair, he would have known.


  Because it would have been with him.


  At this very moment, Rod van Vleet might have some hack reciting scripture around the property, trying to reduce the amount of space Lia’s spirit had to roam. By now, he might even have started reasoning with her, explaining that this was no longer a world where she belonged.


  With a growl, Ross pushed off his bed and began to pace the small bedroom, a caged animal. He had known Lia, but he hadn’t known what it was like to feel her body close around his, to have her dig her nails into his shoulders as the night began to move around them, a living thing. He had known Lia, but not enough.


  These were the moments when Ross believed in God. Not a kind God or a just God, but one with a wicked sense of humor. One who punished someone who’d made an irreparable mistake by dangling the treat he wanted above all else, and then snatching it away so that Ross would fall flat on his face.


  The walls were folding in on him, and there was a knot in his throat that kept any air from getting through. He had aimlessly picked up one of Ethan’s CDs from the computer hutch, and had been holding it so tightly that the plastic container had cracked. Steam rose off his skin. His skull was too tight for his brain.


  “Okay,” he said to no one. “Okay.”


  Already, it was happening—he was looking at the mirror on the dresser not as a reflection, but as a potential weapon. He could feel the seams on his wrists itching. He could picture a world he was not in.


  Bursting out of the bedroom, Ross raced down the stairs past Shelby. “Where—” she began.


  “Out.”


  He barreled past Ethan, still waking with the moon. His car peeled out of the driveway and through the winding dirt roads of Comtosook. It was five minutes before he realized where he was driving, and by the time he parked at the blockade on Otter Creek Pass, night had fully fallen.


  The protesting Abenaki had gone back to camp for the night; the few reporters who had not been called back to their city papers were holed up in the Best Western in Winooski. Rod van Vleet was nowhere to be seen, thank God, nor were there any paranormal investigators with bells and whistles. The massive excavators and cranes slept, their necks extended.


  Ross crawled over the construction tape and fencing to stand in the center, where the house still partially stood, having knit itself back together after Rod van Vleet had knocked it down. The developer had given up on setting his strip mall just there; a hundred yards to the left, now, excavators were trying to dig deep enough into the frozen ground to pour concrete. Ross took a deep breath: this is where Lia once sat down to dinner, or had a morning cup of coffee. Here, she fell asleep on stagnant Sunday afternoons. She placed Spencer Pike’s hand on her belly, told him she was carrying their child.


  “Lia!” Her name unwound from his throat, conjuring.


  He stayed that way for a moment. The old Pike property had an uncommon stillness to it, an absolute lack of activity. No chipmunks skittered up trees, no birds traded secrets, no bullfrogs spied through the grass. If a paranormal investigator wanted Lia’s ghost to leave, he’d have to find her first.


  Ross walked back to the car in silence, thinking hard. She wasn’t here; he would have felt it. And whoever van Vleet hired would be expecting a ghost—but not necessarily Lia. After all, Ross was the only one who had actually seen her.


  What if he gave them a ghost, a different one, to get rid of?


  He made a straight beeline for his car. He was three-quarters of a mile away from the house clearing when a single rose petal fell from a starless sky, drifting to settle in the footprint Ross had left behind.
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  Meredith couldn’t have asked for a nicer day—seventy-five degrees, the sky a brilliant blue, and the mall not nearly as crowded as she’d expected for August. Add to this the fact that her daughter was free and clear of the antipsychotic medicine—which had made no difference in her behavior—and there was plenty of reason to celebrate.


  They were walking slowly, because Ruby was with them, and even if she was too proud to complain about her hips, Meredith had noticed the slight wince on her face with every footstep. They’d been to meet the new giant pandas at the National Zoo, to the Natural History Museum to sigh over the Hope Diamond, in the Air and Space Museum to touch the moon. Now, they headed toward the parking garage, each holding a soft-serve ice cream cone.


  “It is my opinion,” Meredith said, “that the streets of heaven are paved with chocolate.”


  “Which just goes to show you it can’t be hot and humid there,” Ruby pointed out. “Yet another gold star in the travel guide.”


  A family was walking toward them—tourists, from the looks of their cameras and FBI T-shirts. They split up as they passed, funneling around Meredith and Lucy and Ruby like a river, catching together again once they’d gone by. “Mom?” Lucy said. “I’ve got a question.” Lucy had been asking questions all day—from the bathroom habits of the dinosaurs featured in one of the museums to where the president stayed when all the tourists were invading his house. “How come you didn’t marry anyone?”


  Meredith stopped walking. She had explained the facts of life to Lucy at her own lab, showing her live sperm and a real egg and then the resulting embryo that turned into a human fetus. Taken in scientific terms, love had nothing to do with procreation. A father was nothing more than a donor, and that description suited Meredith just fine.


  Ruby gave Meredith a pointed look over Lucy’s head.


  “Well. I didn’t need to get married. I already had you.”


  Lucy rolled her eyes. “Mom, a husband’s good for more than just making a baby. Maybe if you had one you’d be at home more.”


  “You know why I work so hard...”


  Lucy turned away. “It’s because of me, right? No guy wanted to marry someone who already had a kid.”


  “Lucy, no. Hey.” Meredith caught Lucy by the arm and tugged her toward the supporting wall. “Sweetheart,” she began, and suddenly Lucy shrieked.


  “Don’t sit on him!” She backed away as passersby turned to stare. “Mommy, what’s wrong with that boy?”


  She pointed, but there was no boy. “Lucy, what’s the matter?”


  Her eyes were wide and wild. “The boy sitting there, in the jail suit, like they wear on cartoons. And the woman who’s bald, and the babies... they’re skeletons, but they’re still moving. Can’t you see them?”


  A man tapped Meredith on the shoulder. “Do you need help?”


  “We’re fine,” she said brusquely, never turning away from Lucy. “Take a deep breath, and tell me what you see.”


  The man, intent on being a Good Samaritan, spoke again. “I’ll get a guard,” he said, and ran off. Meredith looked up long enough to watch him enter the building in front of them: the Holocaust Memorial Museum.


  “They’re the ones,” Lucy whimpered, “who stayed behind.”
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  The warrant to exhume remains from the Pike property was burning a hole in Eli’s pocket, but he kept it there like a coal close to the heart, to remind him what he was doing and why. Frankie’s DNA analysis had twisted his investigation. Presumably, if Gray Wolf was Cecelia Pike’s natural father, then they were not having an affair. The medicine pouch and even the pipe might have been gifts. But Eli was still leaning toward Pike as the murderer. Gray Wolf had only just been released from prison, and immediately sought out the daughter he had never met. If Cecelia had been told of her true paternity, she might have kept it a secret from her husband—leading Spencer Pike to jump to the wrong conclusions when he found his wife keeping company with an Indian. Or maybe Pike had found out about his wife’s ancestry—and afraid of what it might do to his career, had simply gotten rid of the evidence.


  Either way, the Abenaki’s complaint about a burial ground had been valid.


  He found Az Thompson on the banks of the Winooski at dawn, pulling up muskies. The old man’s thin shoulders moved beneath the fabric of his shirt as he reeled and cast. “My grandfather caught a sturgeon in Lake Champlain,” Eli said, coming up behind him.


  “They run in there,” Az said.


  “You ever get one?”


  He shrugged.


  “My mother used to tell me how he had to tie it to his canoe and let it pull him around until it got tired out and he could get to the shallows and club it.”


  “Patience is a hell of a lure,” Az agreed.


  Eli watched him toss another fish into his pail. “I need your help. Turns out, Cecelia Pike was half-Abenaki.”


  Poking over a small container of bait, Az hesitated for only a moment. “Abenaki,” he repeated softly. “Do you think the dawn’s just as beautiful to the people who aren’t named for it?”


  Eli understood that the old man wasn’t expecting an answer. “I know there should be some kind of—well, isn’t there a ceremony? A place you can... move her and her daughter?”


  Az looked up. “What’s going to happen to the property?”


  “I don’t know,” Eli admitted.


  The answer seemed to satisfy the old man. “I’ll take care of them,” he said.
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  “Not those,” Ross said to the clerk at the Gas & Grocery, a green-haired teen in overalls with so many piercings along her eyebrows and nostrils that he wondered if she took on water when she showered. “The Merits.”


  He paid for the cigarettes, watching the girl make change. Ross tore open the package to light a smoke and inadvertently knocked his book of matches onto the floor. It landed near the shoe of the man waiting in line behind him, who bent down to pick it up. “Thanks,” Ross said, and then the man straightened. “Curtis?”


  His former employer’s lips thinned. “Ross.”


  “What are you doing here?”


  “The same thing you are, I imagine. Looking for a ghost.”


  Ross’s knees went weak. Rod van Vleet had indeed found himself someone to get rid of a spirit... and Ross had been the one to give him the lead. “Curtis, listen—”


  “No, you listen, you son of a bitch. You signed a non-compete clause when you started working for us, and don’t think I won’t ride you all the way to court if you decide to show me up. You are an amateur, Ross. You have no idea how to run a show like this.”


  The inside of Ross’s mouth was as dry as dust. “This isn’t a show.”


  “It will be.” Curtis jabbed a finger into Ross’s chest. “I’m going to find that ghost, and I’m going to get rid of it, and the whole damn thing’s going to win me my time slot.” He shoved past Ross, thrust a dollar bill at the clerk, and took a stale bagel from a basket on the counter before slamming outside.


  “He’s got issues, huh?” the clerk said, and she clicked her tongue ring against the ledge of her bottom teeth.


  “Yeah.” Ross lit his cigarette, inhaled, and stepped onto the porch of the Gas & Grocery. It was so bright out he found himself squinting. From here, past the 1950s-style gas pumps and the antique Moxie sign, you could see the edge of the town green, with its requisite white church. You could just make out the hill that was the quarry and the valley that became Lake Champlain. This was the world Lia had known.


  He would need mirrors, and fishing line. Speakers, and batteries, and Shelby’s laptop. If Curtis wanted to oust a ghost, he’d give him one.


  It just wouldn’t be Lia.
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  Duley Wiggs had been twenty years old and a policeman for eight days when Cecelia Pike was murdered. Now, he was in the early stages of Alzheimer’s and living in the Northeast Kingdom with his daughter Geraldine. “Some days are better than others,” she told Eli, standing at the sliding-glass door that opened out to the patio where Duley sat in a wheelchair. “And then some days he can’t figure out what you do with a spoon.”


  She looked, to Eli, like a teabag that had been used several times over, to the point where it had lost all flavor. “I appreciate your letting me talk to him.”


  “You can talk as much as you want,” Geraldine said, shrugging. “But he confuses everything. I’d take whatever he tells you with a grain of salt the size of Lot’s pillar.”


  Eli nodded and then followed her outside. “Daddy?” she said loudly, as if the old man was deaf too. “Daddy, there’s a man here to see you. Detective Eli Rochert, from Comtosook. Remember when you used to live in Comtosook?”


  “You know, I used to live in Comtosook,” Duley said. He smiled, his face cracking like porcelain. He shook Eli’s hand.


  “Hey, Duley.” Eli had worn his dress uniform, in the hopes of jogging the memories even more. “I have a few questions to ask you.”


  “Miranda, why don’t you leave us two men alone?” Duley said.


  “I’m Geraldine, Daddy.” She sighed, and then retreated back to the house.


  Eli sat down. “I was wondering if you might remember any murder cases from your time on the job in Comtosook.”


  “Murder? Oh, yeah, sure. We had a lot of murders. Well, no, it wasn’t murders exactly. It was burglaries. Yes, I do recall those. A rash of them in the forties that turned out to be two teenagers, who fancied themselves to be Bonnie and Clyde.”


  “But the murder cases...”


  “There was one,” Duley said. “I don’t suppose anyone could ever forget something like what happened to Cissy Pike. I knew her personally. We went to school together. She was younger than me by a couple of years. Pretty thing, and smart, too. Got it from her father. He was an astronaut.”


  “He was a professor, Duley.”


  “That’s what I said!” The old man frowned, annoyed. “Listen, will you?”


  “Yes. Right. Sorry. So... you were talking about her murder...”


  “She was married to some bigwig at the university. Pike. Had a reputation around town for being a little holier-than-thou, if you get my meaning. But he treated Cissy like she was a queen. When we got there—to the house, after he called us—well, I’d never seen a grown man weeping like a baby.” He shook his head. “And then to have him turn the gun on himself, right before our eyes...”


  “Duley,” Eli said gently, “Spencer Pike didn’t commit suicide.”


  “Suicide? Oh, that’s right, now. That was a hostage thing up at the post office in the late fifties.” He rubbed his forehead. “Sometimes... sometimes it all just slides together up there.”


  “I understand.” Eli twirled his hat on his hand. Maybe this hadn’t been such a great idea.


  “The medical examiner, he wanted to do an autopsy on the baby.”


  At that, Eli’s head snapped up. “He did?”


  “Yeah. And Olivette—he was the detective-lieutenant at the time—wouldn’t let him dig up the grave. Said that you didn’t cause a man like Spencer Pike any more grief if you didn’t have to.”


  “So the baby was already buried when you got there?”


  “Uh-huh. Off in the woods a ways. Fresh dirt and even some flowers. Pike told us that the baby came stillborn, and it sent his wife over the edge. Said he buried the baby just to give her some peace of mind.”


  “Pike told me he buried his wife and his baby on the same day.”


  “Nope, I know that for a fact. I was at Cissy Pike’s funeral. Weren’t many of us—me and Olivette, and her father, and Pike, just enough to lower the coffin. It was a pretty big scandal at the time—he wasn’t up for the church ladies bringing casseroles, even though he could have used the help, with his girl gone. Buried Cissy right next to the grave where his baby already was.”


  “Did he tell you what took so long? To call the cops?” Eli asked.


  “Oh, he didn’t have to tell us. We could still smell the booze on him. Pretty much pickled himself the night before.” Duley looked toward the house. “I got three girls, you know, and I can’t even imagine what I’d have felt like if they’d been born dead. I figure Pike was trying to take the edge off. But he did such a good job of it he passed out... didn’t hear anyone coming in to take his wife, or trashing his house. And by the time he woke up half the morning was gone. He called us just before lunchtime, which was a good thing, because I had less in my stomach to toss up when I saw Cissy.”


  Cecelia’s body had been cut down hours before lunchtime, according to Wesley.


  Eli rolled this thought around his head like a marble. “Tell me about Gray Wolf.”


  “Shifty son of a bitch. He was a Gypsy, you know—what you’d call a Native American today. Lying, thieving, it all came easy to him. Everyone knew of him, and his family, and he’d only just got out of jail for killing someone else. Pike said he’d been harassing Cissy the past few weeks. Between the personal belongings of his we found at the crime scene, and the condition of the house—plus a big fat hole of time in his alibi—it made sense. And then, of course, when he vanished, it was like having our suspicions confirmed.”


  Eli scratched his head. “Yeah, I’m wondering how he did vanish.”


  A blush spread upward from the old man’s neck. “That, well... that would have been my fault. I was one week on the job, you know, and I thought I could bring him in and put the screws to him, and make myself a hero in the meantime. So I went out in the middle of the night like Columbus—”


  “Columbo?”


  “Yeah, him. I found Gray Wolf drinking at a bar and dragged him in for questioning. But Olivette, he chewed my ass out—said we didn’t have enough to hold the perp yet, and bringing him in for questioning was just gonna make him suspicious. We knocked him around a little, the way we used to do things, but he wouldn’t confess. Olivette set me to tailing him, watching his every move...” Duley looked out over the vista of the backyard. “And I lost him. He was there one minute, and the next one, you’d have thought he never existed at all.” He licked his lips and leaned forward to whisper. “I have my theory about what happened to him, mind you.”


  “Do you?” Eli came closer.


  “I think...” Duley cupped his spotted hand around Eli’s ear. “I think there was a second shooter on the grassy knoll helping Oswald out.” He leaned back and folded his arms across his chest. “You get what I’m saying?”


  Eli sighed. “Perfectly.”
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  When Ethan woke up, it was still light out. He slipped the blackout shade back and closed his eyes the way his uncle had taught him, trying to ferret out the activity in his house by sixth sense.


  His mother was working at the library, which suited him just fine, because she’d been a real pain in the neck to live with, lately. Everything Ethan did seemed to rub her the wrong way—from the way he left his dirty clothes inside out in the hamper, to the amount of time he spent surfing the Net. He would have gotten a complex about it, probably, if not for the fact that she’d been a total witch to Uncle Ross too—and for that matter, any telemarketer who had the misfortune of getting the Wakeman household on their calling list—and one neighbor kid who committed the cardinal sin of hitting a baseball into the garage window. “What is wrong with you?” Uncle Ross had even asked yesterday night, when they were all eating breakfast. And his mother had been so busy ignoring him that she burned her hand on the stove, burst into tears, and cried, “Do you see what you made me do?”


  She was screwed up, all right.


  Ethan swung his legs over the edge of the bed. He put on yesterday’s clothes, still on his floor (inside out, which actually was a pain, now that he had to do something about it). He opened the door quietly and crept down the hall to his uncle’s room. The door was locked, the way it had been since Uncle Ross had swiped his mom’s computer and holed up in there, probably breaking into the Pentagon or something. He was supposed to be baby-sitting, but then again, Ethan was supposed to be asleep.


  Downstairs, Ethan pulled on his jacket and hat and put sunscreen on his hands and face, because old habits died hard. Then he let himself out the side door, the one that didn’t squeak.


  The sun was a kiss on the back of his neck, and who knew that an afternoon could be so bright? Ethan picked up his skateboard and carried it under his arm. He walked down the driveway and turned right, then set his skateboard on the pavement and began to roll. A boy on a BMX bike rode past him, wearing a backward, upside-down visor. “Hey,” the kid said, as if Ethan was just like everyone else.


  “Hey,” he replied, stoked simply to be having a conversation.


  “That’s a bitchin’ board.”


  “Thanks.”


  “What’s with the winter clothes?”


  Ethan shrugged. “What’s with the stupid hat?”


  The boy spun his wheels. “I’m heading to the skate park. You want to come?”


  Ethan tried to keep his face as blank as he could, but it was hard, being this real. You didn’t truly exist in the world, he now understood, until you could get out and make it take notice of you. “Whatever,” he said indifferently, smiling beneath every inch of his skin. “I’ve got nothing better to do.”
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  What if she’d kissed him?


  After three days now, that question had become unavoidable, caught like a thorn in Shelby’s mind. She relived in excruciating detail the moment where she and Eli had been too close in too tiny a space; what his skin had smelled like, how she had seen the smallest of scars beneath his right ear. She had lain in bed imagining how he’d gotten it: chicken pox, a fistfight over a girl, a fall on the sharp edge of a hockey skate.


  Frankie Martine. Shelby supposed when you looked like that, it didn’t matter if you had a boy’s name.


  She had told herself that, really, she wasn’t jealous. In the first place, she hardly knew Eli Rochert. In the second place, in Shelby’s limited experience, romantic love was selfish—linked to want and yearning. Maternal love was the other end of the scale—all about sacrifice. She had given herself entirely to Ethan; certainly there was nothing left to offer to anyone else. And yet, she wondered if love—as rare a commodity as gold—might not share the same properties, capable of being hammered so thin it might expand exponentially.


  Had Eli and Frankie Martine spent the past seventy-two hours together?


  Shelby sat at the reference desk, her hands poised over her computer keyboard, as if she expected a patron to come up any moment with a challenging inquiry. How do our lungs screen out carbon dioxide? How did the dinosaurs die? How many World Series have the Yankees won? She knew all the answers. She was just afraid to ask questions.


  But it was dinnertime, and the last visitor to the library had left two hours ago. Shelby had to stay until seven, although no one would come in. With a frustrated sigh, she set her head down on the desk. She could sit here forever, and neither Eli nor Watson would enter.


  So when the bell above the library door twinkled, Shelby snapped upright, hoping in spite of herself. “Oh, it’s you,” she said, watching the town clerk stagger in beneath the weight of a yellowed box nearly as large as herself—and that was saying something.


  “Well, that’s a fine how-do-you-do!” Lottie huffed, wiping her dirty hands on her skirt.


  “It just... I was expecting someone else.”


  “That gorgeous cop?” Lottie grinned. “I don’t know as I’ve ever seen anything so delicious and calorie-free.”


  Laughing, Shelby came around the desk and helped her haul the box onto the checkout counter. “Trust me, he’s still bad for your blood pressure. What’s this stuff?”


  “We had the boiler replaced yesterday—and found about thirty boxes of records no one even knew existed... which tells you how old that boiler was. Anyway, I know you were looking for things from the 1930s. I thought maybe you and your detective might want to sort through them.” She raised a brow. “You could make a night of it.”


  Shelby opened the top of the box, coughing as the dust flew. Inside were dozens of rolls of paper. “Blueprints?” She reached inside and began to unroll one, using two Hardy Boys mysteries to anchor the ends.


  PEDIGREE CHART of the WILKINS FAMILY


  Eugenics Survey of Vermont, 1927
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  The key seemed to link alcoholics and cripples and sexual offenders and illegitimate children and criminals. Shelby peered closer at some of the symbols. In Institution for Feeble-minded. Feeble-minded. Suspected Feeble-minded. Oddly, the records were curled into a clock-dial format, so that it seemed that all of these social ills were spreading with subsequent generations, and rooted to the two unfortunates in the center who’d married and procreated. A second chart, a bar graph, reorganized the family by “Social” and “Unsocial” individuals, according to the legend. Social: Those who seem to be desirable citizens—law-abiding, self-supporting, and doing some social work. Unsocial: insane and suicides. Undetermined: Those who, while not definitely showing either of the defects, do not seem to show any socially desirable tendencies, and those about whom too little is known to make any judgment possible. “Lottie,” she said, “where did you find this?”


  She unrolled a second chart on top of the first. PEDIGREE OF A GYPSY FAMILY, THE DELACOURS. A handwritten message floated down to the floor. “Tell Harry—sex-deficiency seems to be holandric. Perhaps use charts in hearings for Sterilization Bill?” The stationery was printed at the top: Spencer A. Pike, Professor of Anthropology, UVM.


  The box was filled with more genealogies and correspondence and index cards written in a careful hand, which seemed to be case studies of the people who had figured into these pedigree wheels: Mariette, a sixteen-year-old girl at reform school, had a history of petty larceny, an inability to control her temper, an abnormal interest in sex, and a slovenly disposition. Oswald had dark skin and shifty eyes, had retained his tribe’s roving tendency, and—as a result of an “illegal union,” had produced seven subnormal children in as many years. Shelby pulled out the Fourth Annual Report of the Vermont Committee on Country Life. It fell open to a dog-eared page, an article cowritten by H. Beaumont and S. A. Pike. “Degenerate traits do not breed out,” Shelby read aloud. “But they may be held at bay and diluted with a favorable choice of mate.”


  “Eugenics,” Lottie read, holding up another annual report. “What on earth is that?”


  “It’s the science of improving hereditary qualities by controlling breeding.”


  “Oh, you mean like they do for cattle.”


  “Yes,” Shelby said, “but these people did it to humans.”
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  Eli had gone off duty at nine, but years ago he’d made it a habit of doing a final check before he went home—sort of like tucking his town in for the night. Normally, when he felt like things were settled, he’d drive back to his place... but tonight, with Cecelia Pike’s murder weighing on his mind, he just didn’t feel like his work was finished.


  He drove aimlessly down the access road to the quarry, Watson at his side. Solving this case wasn’t going to get him a citation. It wasn’t going to bring Cissy Pike back to life. And no prosecutor was going to try a nonagenarian with advanced liver disease. So why did any of this matter?


  Watson turned and butted Eli on the arm. “It’s too cold out. I’m not rolling down your window.”


  The answer was: Cissy Pike had gotten him thinking. About what it meant to belong—to a family, to a lover, to a heritage—and what it cost to hide the truth. He knew, as a detective, that even people you thought you knew could surprise you with their actions. But it turned out that you could surprise yourself, too.


  Eli wanted to go to the ceremony that Az Thompson would perform to gather the remains of Cissy Pike and her child. Not because he was a cop involved in the case... but because, like her, he was half-Abenaki. And because, like her, he knew what it felt like to keep that hidden.


  Watson sidled closer on the seat, burrowing his nose in the neck of Eli’s shirt. “All right,” he conceded, and opened the window. Watson liked driving that way, the wind flapping his loose lips up and down like small wings. Suddenly, he raised his nose and began to howl.


  “Jesus, Watson, people are sleeping.”


  The dog only keened a higher note, then stood up on the seat and began to wag his tail in Eli’s face. Faced with the possibility of driving off the road, Eli pulled over. Watson leaped through the open window as they rolled to a stop, and loped to the fence that surrounded the eastern wall of the quarry. He started to bark, then stood on his hind legs and caught his claws in the chain links as someone on the other side stepped forward. The kid was wearing gloves. It was cold out, but not that cold. Squinting, Eli tried to make out a face beneath the brim of the baseball cap, but all he could see was skin that glowed as white as the moon. “Ethan?” he called out.


  The boy’s head came up. “Oh,” he said, deflating before Eli’s eyes. “It’s you.”


  “What are you doing here? Who let you into the quarry?”


  “I let myself in.”


  “Your mom know you’re here?”


  “Sure,” Ethan said.


  Eli knew that the quarry was blasting tomorrow at dawn—they always let the police department know, for the sake of safety—and that having Ethan in the vicinity of explosives was not a good idea. “Climb over,” he ordered.


  “No.”


  “Ethan, it’s just as easy for me to haul ass over the fence and get you myself.”


  Ethan took a step back, and for a moment Eli thought he would bolt. But then he tossed his skateboard into Eli’s hands, and hurtled toward the chain-link. Scrambling effortlessly as a spider, he dropped to the ground beside Eli and held out his wrists. “Go ahead. Cuff me for trespassing.”


  Eli stifled a smile. “Maybe I’ll break protocol. I’m assuming this is your first offense.” He started walking to the car. “Want to tell me how you wound up here?”


  “I went outside and just kind of kept going.”


  Eli looked down at the gloves on Ethan’s hands again.


  “Didn’t she tell you?” the boy said bitterly. “I’m a freak.”


  “She didn’t tell me anything.” Eli pretended that he couldn’t care less whether Ethan chose to continue the conversation. He dropped Ethan’s skateboard, walked to the back of the truck, and whistled for Watson. “Well. See ya.”


  The boy’s mouth dropped open. “You’re leaving me here?”


  “Why shouldn’t I? Your mom knows where you are.”


  “You mean you believed me?”


  Eli raised a brow. “Is there a reason I shouldn’t?”


  In response, Ethan threw his skateboard into the pickup and got into the passenger seat. Eli started to drive. “When I was born, my fingers were webbed together.” He felt Ethan’s gaze shoot to his hands on the steering wheel. “The doctors had to cut them apart.”


  “That’s gross,” Ethan said, and then he blushed. “Sorry.”


  “Hey, you know, whatever. It’s just the way I was made. Didn’t keep me from doing what I wanted to do.”


  “I have XP. It’s like being allergic to the sun. If I go out during the day, even for a minute, I get burned really badly. And it does keep me from doing what I want to do.”


  “Which is?”


  “Swim in a bathing suit and dry off in the sun. Take a walk outside during the day. Go to school.” He glanced at Eli. “I’m dying.”


  “So’s the rest of the world.”


  “Yeah, but I’m going to get skin cancer. From all the exposure to the sun before anyone knew what I had. Most kids with XP die before they’re twenty-five.”


  Eli felt his stomach tighten. “Maybe you’ll be the one who won’t.”


  Ethan stared out the window for a few miles, silent. Then he said, “I woke up early, and no one was around. So I went outside. Hung out at the school, skateboarding. But then the other kids had to go home, to bed. And I wasn’t even tired, because I’d been sleeping all day. I just kept walking, and I wound up here. I’m a freak,” he repeated. “Even when I try, I don’t fit in.”


  Eli turned to him. “What makes you think it’s different for anyone else?”
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  Ross had fallen asleep over the keyboard, where he was currently inventing a ghost. He woke up, ran his tongue behind his teeth, and tasted despair. Even after brushing and rinsing with Listerine he still couldn’t shake it—bitter as licorice, with small crystals that melted on the tongue and left it the sunset color of hopelessness. Grimacing, he padded downstairs to the kitchen to pour a glass of juice and realized he’d forgotten about Ethan. It was nearly midnight—and his nephew would have been up for hours.


  “Eth?” he yelled, but the house was silent.


  When he glanced out the window, Shelby’s car wasn’t in the driveway. That was strange, too—she should have come home from work by nine, at the latest. The message light on the answering machine blinked like an evil eye; he hit the button. “Ross, it’s Shel. I’m caught up in something you won’t believe. Just tell Ethan I’ll be there soon, and make sure you’re home... I’ve got a lot to tell you.”


  So she hadn’t taken Ethan somewhere. Ross opened the door, but he wasn’t skating in the driveway or holed up in the backyard. Inside, he took the stairs two at a time and opened the door to Ethan’s room. His bed was made; his pajamas twisted in a Gordian knot on the floor. Where was he?


  Panic slid down Ross’s throat. Any nine-year-old kid could get into trouble, but for Ethan, the world posed a whole different set of dangers. “Ethan, this isn’t funny,” he shouted. “Get your ass over here.”


  But he knew, even as he was calling out, that Ethan wasn’t there to hear. He grabbed his car keys from his bedroom and hurried downstairs again. Maybe if he could find Ethan before Shelby got home, no one would have to know that he’d ever been lost.


  He had only just gotten into his car when a truck pulled in behind him. Eli Rochert’s dog leaped out as if he belonged at Shelby’s house, and then Ethan got out of the cab. Ross’s eyes did a quick inventory—all in one piece, smiling. Then he considered throttling the kid himself. He looked from Ethan to Eli, who crossed his arms but didn’t say a word. “You want to tell me where you were?”


  Before Ethan could answer, Shelby pulled into the driveway. An enormous box was in the hatchback of her car. “What’s going on here?” she asked.


  “Nothing,” all three men said simultaneously.


  “Then what’s a policeman doing at my house at midnight?”


  Eli stepped forward. “I, um, came here because I knew you’d be up. With Ethan. But when I got here, you weren’t. Here, I mean.”


  Shelby stiffened. “Did you need more help with research?”


  “No, I wanted to ask you out.”


  The words seemed to surprise even Eli. Ethan nudged Ross in the side, and he shrugged to show that he didn’t know what was going on either. But in that moment, when Eli did not rat out Ethan, Ross’s respect for him doubled.


  And that wasn’t even taking account of what it did for Shelby. She pinked, then looked away, and finally met Eli’s eyes. “I’d like that,” she said.


  From the way they were locked onto each other, as if a homing device had pinned them both, Ethan and Ross might as well have been on Jupiter. “You would?” Eli said.


  Ethan snorted. “I’m gonna hurl,” he announced, and slipped into the house.


  His departure broke the spell. Shelby cleared her throat, then opened the hatchback of her car. “Carry this in for me, will you?”


  “What is it?” Ross hefted the box, stumbling under its weight.


  Shelby dusted off her hands on her shorts. “History.”
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  “It was called An Act for Human Betterment by Voluntary Sterilization,” Shelby explained, “and it was passed on March 31, 1931. Vermont was the twenty-fourth state out of thirty-three to pass sterilization legislation. From what I could dig up, it seems like Henry Perkins was the mastermind behind the genealogical surveys done on families believed to be a burden to taxpayers... and Spencer Pike and Harry Beaumont were his right-hand men.”


  They had spread out a few of the pedigree charts on the floor of the kitchen, and were sitting cross-legged around them. “They thought that delinquency and degeneracy was something you could inherit from your parents, like eye color or height. And the best way to make Vermont a showplace for the nation was to make sure its gene pool was as strong as possible. Which, following that logic, meant preventing the folks who were diluting it from having any more kids.”


  “Why would anyone have believed them?” Ross asked.


  “Because the eugenicists of the thirties were doctors, lawyers, teachers, judges. They were people like Oliver Wendell Holmes, President Coolidge, Margaret Sanger. People who truly felt that what they were doing, in the long run, was best for everyone.” She pulled out papers from the Vermont Industrial School, the Waterbury Hospital for the Insane, the State Prison. “They started out targeting three families whose individual members kept cropping up at state institutions. The Chorea family was chosen because of a recurring neurological disorder. The Pirate family lived on houseboats and in waterfront shanties and was known for loose living and abject poverty. The Gypsy family was nomadic and often in trouble with the law... and there were so many of them. They weren’t even necessarily related—the eugenicists called them ‘families’ just to create that closeness where it didn’t always exist. Anyway, in the late 1920s, six thousand people were recorded by the survey’s field workers, and organized into sixty-two notorious lineages. The idea was to sterilize these people, so that they wouldn’t create more like themselves.”


  “Who would be naïve enough to talk to them? Eventually, even these families had to figure out what was going on,” Ross said.


  “I imagine that when you live in a tent and have ten children and no money, and a fancy white woman arrives one day and asks to talk to you, you are too surprised to do anything but let her in. And when she asks to see pictures of your children, you show them out of pride. And when she asks about your relatives, you tell family stories. You never know that the whole time, these women are writing down comments about how slovenly your home is and how stupid you are because you can’t speak English well.”


  Eli had told Ross and Shelby everything he’d learned from Frankie—genealogy, again, of a different sort. Shelby’s discovery had been the missing link, the reason why Gray Wolf and Cecelia Pike’s kinship might have led to her death. Pike’s reaction to that news, given his eugenical convictions, would have been extreme. But would it have made him commit murder?


  He hunkered down over one wheel-shaped chart. It was hard to read, but simple to understand—dotted from generation to generation were all the flaws that had made this kinship network a target. Some of the relations at the tail ends of the chart were men and women Eli still knew, most of whom had suffered more than their share of hard times. Was this just a matter of bad luck... or had shame kept them in their place? “How many people were sterilized?” Eli asked.


  Shelby shook her head. “That was the one piece of information I couldn’t really find. As of 1951, there were 210 reported sterilizations in Vermont—mostly in institutions for the feebleminded, or the insane asylum, or the jail. Of course, the people who were in those institutions were there in the first place because they weren’t living the way society thought they should: their marriages weren’t valid, for example, under Vermont law... so social services would take their children to the industrial school, the wife to a mental institution for having loose morals, and the husband to jail for being a sexual offender.”


  “But the operation was voluntary,” Ross said.


  “In theory. But there were different levels of ‘voluntary.’ Sometimes the only consent needed was that of two doctors. The patient apparently didn’t always know what was best for himself.”


  Eli could feel a headache building behind his left eye. In all the years he’d been in this town, he’d never heard of the eugenics project. The site of the survey office, 138 Church Street, was now a shop that sold incense and candles.


  He thought of old Tula Patou, who lived down by the river, and had no children in sixty years of marriage. Of uncles and aunts of his own who had remained childless, though not for lack of trying. Had they been sterilized?


  Did they even know?


  There would be people in Comtosook still haunted by the memory of what had happened in the 1930s. People who’d straddled both sides of the debate. Victims who were too afraid to speak of it, for fear that it might happen again. And proponents who kept silent out of guilt.


  If the dispute over the Pike property had seemed volatile, then this discovery was incendiary.


  Suddenly Eli remembered standing with his mother in line to register for school. He couldn’t have been more than five, and the sun was strong on the neat part she’d made in his hair. She held his hand like all the other mothers, but when they were coming close to the secretary at the table, she kissed him on the cheek and told him she would wait for him outside. “With your looks, you can pass,” she told him cryptically, when he caught up with her afterward.


  It was not that the Abenaki didn’t remember the days when they were mistakenly christened Gypsies; it was that they remembered too well.


  Eli bent over another pedigree chart. “What if Pike didn’t know? What if his beloved wife gave birth... to a baby a little too dark-skinned?”


  “And she was in Gray Wolf’s company, because she’d found out he was her natural father—” Ross interrupted.


  “And Pike assumed, incorrectly, that the baby was Gray Wolf’s.”


  To a man who had spent his career proving that the Abenaki were genetically inferior, this would not sit well. It explained why Pike might have buried the stillborn before any authorities could see its face. And it explained why he might have killed his wife.


  “What happened to the project? Why did it stop?” Ross asked.


  Shelby began to gather some of the documents again. “They ran out of funding. And then along came Hitler. The Nazi Law for Protection Against Genetically Defective Offspring was based on American models for sterilizing the unfit.”


  “So when was the Vermont law repealed?”


  “That’s the thing,” Shelby said. “It wasn’t, entirely. It was challenged by the ACLU in the seventies... and the original language has been changed... but there is still a sterilization law in effect.”


  Suddenly a name on this particular chart leaped out at Eli. Pial Sommers, married to Isobel DuChamps, who was feebleminded. Their children: Winona, Ella, and Sopi, who had died at age seven. Ella Sommers had married a man she met while working as a waitress in Burlington. His name was Robert Rochert, and he had been Eli’s father.


  Pial Sommers had been one of seven children, the only one who was not, according to this chart, insane or criminal or perverse. One short dotted line separated him from his mother’s side of the family, and ten first cousins, the youngest of whom was named John “Gray Wolf” Delacour.
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  Ethan rolled over on his bed as his uncle opened the door to his bedroom. “You still up?” Ross asked.


  He had been staring out the window, watching the sun come up. As always, a thick pane of glass was protecting him. He knew he’d totally lucked out; if Eli Rochert had decided to be honest and if his mother hadn’t come home with that box of old papers, he’d have been reamed up one side and down another for sneaking away.


  “I know what you’re going to say,” Ethan sighed. “And it’s not like I wanted you to get in trouble too.” He picked at a stitch on the quilt that covered his bed, a lame blue thing with babyish trucks on its hem. Didn’t anyone except him realize that he was growing up? “It’s just that she doesn’t get it. Not like you would.”


  Ross sat down on the bed, and put the laptop he’d been carrying on the floor. “Why me?”


  With shining eyes, Ethan turned to his uncle. “Because you’ve skydived, and played chicken with a train, and fought back when someone pulled a knife on you. All those stories you tell me about things you’ve done. Sometimes I wake up and think I want to run until there’s nowhere left to go, and that if I don’t do it I might as well just croak right here and now.”


  Ross shook his head. “When I do those things, it’s not for the thrill. It’s because sometimes I get so down that I need to feel something, anything. And since a pinprick isn’t cutting it, I’ve got to try a meat cleaver.”


  “I know,” Ethan breathed. “And that rocks.”


  “The thing is, Eth, I’d give anything to be sitting on a bed in a house that was safe, knowing that on the other side of the wall was someone who would rather die than think of me being hurt.” He pulled at the same stitch on the quilt that Ethan had toyed with, and unraveled one appliquéd truck. “Don’t try so hard to be me,” Ross said, “when all I’m trying to be is someone else.”


  Suddenly Ethan felt like a sock was stuck in his throat, and those stupid tears were coming. “I just want to be normal,” he said.


  “Yeah, well... if it weren’t for you and me, normal people would have nothing to measure themselves against.”


  Ethan hiccuped on a laugh. “I guess we’d better stick together.”


  “That’s good,” Ross answered, opening the laptop so that Ethan could see the screen. “Because I’m counting on your help.”
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  By the time Eli got home from Shelby’s house, and this new package of nightmares, it was after three in the morning. The blasting at the quarry started at five, but he managed to get back to sleep with a pillow over his head. So when his doorbell rang at 6:30 A.M., he seriously considered taking his piece and shooting in that general direction, just to make the caller go away. Then he weighed the time he’d be stripped of his shield, and the ridiculous amount of paperwork he’d have to file for the simple discharge of a bullet, and dragged himself out of bed in his boxer shorts.


  Frankie exploded into the apartment the minute he unlocked the door. “Wait’ll you hear this,” she said, making her way into the kitchen, where she held up the empty coffeepot and tsked. “I tested that nightgown at the state lab for you.”


  “Frankie—”


  “You know that stuff you thought was the victim’s blood?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, it wasn’t. Don’t you keep your coffee in the freezer, Eli, like the rest of the modern world?” She turned around, holding the coffee-pot aloft. “You’re wearing your underpants, for God’s sake.”


  “Underwear. Grown men don’t wear underpants.”


  “Grown men usually get dressed before they answer the door.”


  “Frankie,” Eli sighed, “I’ve had about three hours of sleep. Don’t screw with me.”


  She unearthed the coffee, which was—of all places—in a box with his black shoe polish on top of the fridge, and began to measure it out. “It’s meconium.”


  “No, I think it’s Colombian.”


  “The stain, you jerk. On the nightgown.”


  Eli yawned and scratched his chest. He was too tired, at this point, to even care about covering himself for Frankie, who was far more interested in whatever her tests had yielded than his body anyway. “So what’s meconium? Something radioactive? You’re not gonna tell me aliens hanged her, are you?”


  “It’s feces. Baby poop.”


  “Yeah, well, we already know she gave birth that night. So what.”


  The coffeemaker sputtered, and Frankie found two mismatched mugs. “You told me the woman gave birth to a dead baby. Dead babies don’t pass stools.”


  Her last sentence cut through Eli’s senses, and he swam out of his fog. “Hang on—”


  “Hello,” Frankie said. “That baby was alive.”
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  Today was Bingo Day, and although Eli had absolutely no intention of playing, some well-meaning staffer at the nursing home had plunked a card in front of him. “B-11,” said the activities coordinator, a large woman in a jumpsuit that made her look like a prize-winning pumpkin. “B-11!”


  He saw Spencer Pike before the old man saw him, and approached the intern who was wheeling him into the room before he reached the table. “I can take care of this,” Eli said, taking the handles of the chair and repositioning Pike in a corner, away from the grainy speakers of the Bingo caller.


  Eli was unprepared for the way hate spread through him viscerally. This was the man who had tried to erase his family. This man once thought he had the right to decide what kind of life was worth living. This man had played God.


  Eli had cringed when he’d read the 1932 police reports, where brutality was the order of the day and Miranda wasn’t even a gleam in some detective’s eye. But cruelty came easily, it turned out, when you had so much anger swimming in you that you risked floating away on the tide.


  “Go away,” Spencer Pike said distinctly.


  Eli leaned closer, pinning Pike’s shoulders to the back of his chair. “You lied to me, Spencer.”


  “I don’t even know who you are.”


  “That’s bullshit, and you know it. Your brain’s just fine. I bet you remember everything you did in your life. I bet you even remember their names.”


  “Whose names?”


  “O-75,” the activities coordinator chirped. “Do we have a Bingo?”


  “You thought you were so smart, telling the cops you’d only just cut down your wife’s body. But you’d cut it down hours before you called them.”


  A vein throbbed in the old man’s temple. “This is ridiculous.”


  “Is it? I mean, I wasn’t there. I wasn’t even alive. So how could I possibly know?” Eli paused. “You ever heard about forensics, Spencer? You know how many things a dead body can tell us these days? Like when she was killed. How it was done. Who was stupid enough to leave clues behind.”


  Spencer pushed at him ineffectively. “Get away from me.”


  “Who’d you kill first, Spencer? The baby, or your wife?”


  “Nurse!”


  “It must have made you crazy to know that you’d married one. That your child was one.”


  Pike’s face had gone white. “One what?”


  “Gypsy,” Eli said.


  Almost immediately, Pike struggled halfway out of his chair. His skin darkened, and his watery eyes fixed on Eli. “You... you...” he wheezed.


  “I-20. Anyone?”


  Pike clutched his chest and scrambled to grab at the armrests, but missed and fell forward, landing on the floor. The activities coordinator cried out and came running from the front of the room. Two burly interns headed toward them. Eli leaned down beside Pike. “How does it feel, not being able to fight back?” he whispered.


  In the melee that followed, Pike battled the staff trying to help him, shouting obscenities and scratching a nurse deep enough to draw blood. Pandemonium broke out in the activities room, with some patients egging Pike on, others weeping, and two coming to blows over who had called Bingo first. Eli slipped out of the room unnoticed. He walked down the main hall of the rest home and out the front door, whistling.
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  Maylene Warburton moved a crystal an eighth of an inch to the right and lifted her face to the sky with expectation. A moment later, she swore and turned to her husband. “Curtis, I can’t conjure anything with him standing here. The negativity is keeping all the spirits away.”


  From his spot on a folding camping chair, Rod van Vleet exploded. “It’s been four hours, and Wakeman didn’t seem to have this much difficulty. Did you ever think maybe it’s you?”


  “You see what I mean?” Maylene cried.


  “Cut!” Curtis called, and he clapped the cameraman on his shoulder as he walked into the clearing of the Pike property. “Johannes, take five.” He smiled at his wife, placating, and pulled her toward Rod. “If we aren’t all on the same page here, it’s no wonder the spirits won’t come.”


  “Spirit,” Rod clarified. “Getting rid of one is enough.”


  He was beginning to believe his original premise—namely, that all paranormal investigators were nutcases and that ghosts were about as real as the Tooth Fairy. The Warburtons had seemed a natural choice, since Ross Wakeman had touted Curtis as a mentor and since Bogeyman Nights was one of the better-known supernatural shows on cable. Plus, Curtis had asked to bring a camera, and to interview Rod on film. Who could resist that kind of PR?


  But after a lot of hoo-ha and posturing and some grand ceremony that involved Warburton’s so-called psychic wife sticking rocks all over the place, no ghost had appeared. There had been no chains dragged, no bumps in the night, not even a faint moan. The EMF meter that had been set in stationary position beside a rock—after everyone had removed their watches and phones and everything else that might affect the magnetic field there—remained inactive. Next, Curtis Warburton would tell him that sometimes it took several sittings for a spirit to warm up to an investigator.


  “You know,” Curtis said, “sometimes, we need to spend a few consecutive nights in order for the ghost to feel comfortable enough to show itself.”


  Rod rolled his eyes. “Yeah. Well. The fact of the matter is, maybe it decided to up and leave without any help from—”


  Whatever he had been about to say was interrupted by a flash of light that originated from nowhere and seemed to bounce around, skimming the toes of Rod’s loafers before growing brighter.


  “Johannes,” Curtis yelled. “Get your ass back here!”


  The light was so bright now that Rod could see his shadow, as if it were daylight. Speechless, he squatted down toward the ground.


  His shadow didn’t.


  “Oh my God,” Rod whimpered. “Oh, holy shit.”


  The black mass moved across the field of light and raised its arms. Overhead, pale pink globules of light began to rise into the night. A breeze rolled over the clearing, plunging it into darkness again, and scenting the air with a lady’s perfume.


  “By any chance,” Maylene asked, “is your ghost a woman?”


  Rod’s insides had begun to quake. “It’s her. It’s the wife that was killed.”


  “This isn’t your place anymore,” Curtis said loudly. “This isn’t your time.”


  The only warning he had was a rustle of leaves overhead, as a heavy limb from the tree beside him came crashing down, narrowly missing his head, and crushing the cameraman’s knapsack. “Goddamn,” breathed Johannes.


  “You need to go to the light,” Curtis urged.


  Rod felt something stir in his hands, and suddenly the jacket he was holding flew out of his arms and flung itself into the middle of the clearing, as if it had been possessed. “Hey!” he cried, standing abruptly. “It took my coat!”


  “I think she’s trying to convey how she feels about you taking over her land,” Curtis explained.


  Rod turned in a frantic circle. “It’s my land!”


  “Curtis, the temperature’s dropping.” Maylene waved a digital thermometer in the air. “And look at this.” On the ground, their EMF meter was blinking wildly. A thick white fog spilled from the sky, concentrating itself into the clearing.


  “Keep filming, Johannes,” Curtis whispered, and then more loudly. “You can’t live here anymore. You can cross to the other side. Show us a sign of departure!”


  The mist dissipated, and Rod glanced down to find the ground covered with rose petals. He knelt and picked one up, rubbing it between his thumb and forefinger, and looking up at the clear sky.


  At the sound of a click, all three of them jumped. “Sorry,” Johannes said. “That’s the end of the tape.”


  “Well. I think we both got what we need,” Curtis said, smiling at Rod.


  He stood up, looking around. “You mean that’s it? She’s gone now?”


  “It’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”


  Rod nodded. “But what keeps her from coming back?”


  “Once she finds her way to the other side, there’s no reason for it. Unless, of course, your check bounces.” Curtis grinned at his own joke, then began to gather the equipment his production crew had brought. Maylene repacked her crystals in a small silk pouch.


  Rod handed Curtis Warburton an envelope with his prearranged fee, and followed him out toward the front of the property, where their cars were parked. “So... that’s it? I can build on it now?”


  “You could have built on it before,” Curtis said. “But now you won’t have a roommate.”


  “Curtis.” Maylene reached out the passenger-side window of their van. “Can we please get out of Mayberry and find a Starbucks?”


  “Coming.” He shook Rod’s hand. “Do me a favor, will you? When you see Ross Wakeman again, tell him what happened tonight.” He got into the van, waving as he drove down Otter Creek Pass.


  The van passed another vehicle on its way, and Rod squinted into the headlights until they switched off. A sheriff’s car, its motor still humming, sat a few feet away from him. “Mr. van Vleet?” the deputy said.


  “Yes?” Rod’s heart began to pound. Was it illegal to evict a ghost?


  “This is for you.”


  He slit open the sealed envelope from the county court, read the contents, and swore under his breath.


  Now that he’d gotten rid of his ghost, Rod was being evicted too.
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  As Ethan rappelled down the trunk of the tree, Ross caught him by the waist. “Easy,” he said. “You don’t want to break anything.”


  He had waited to reveal himself for a full hour after he’d heard Rod van Vleet drive away, just in case. Ross reached up and stretched out the kinks in his body as Ethan swung his feet onto solid ground. “Got it all,” he promised, patting the backpack he wore. Several of the half-filled helium balloons—their globules—were tangled around his waist, floating at half-mast. “I didn’t leave anything up there.”


  The scent, the globules, the roses, the fog—these were all things Ross had seen when Lia had first come, organic signs of a spirit. Except this time, they’d been handmade. “You got the projector? The wires? And all of the mirrors?”


  “I even took the fishing line.” Ethan grinned widely. “Did you see that dude’s face when his jacket went flying?”


  “I told you not to try that. What if he’d moved, and gotten a hook in his palm?” Ross glanced around at the equipment he and Ethan had set up before the Warburtons’ arrival tonight. There was a sweet irony to perpetrating a hoax upon the man who had built a career of doing just that—but Ross had known all along that the odds of pulling this off were in his favor. In the first place, Warburton wanted to look like a success, so he wouldn’t have been hunting for anything fishy. Add to that the darkness, and the fact that the haunted area was outside rather than in the confines of a room—and it had been simple enough for Ross to jerry-rig mirrors and lights and balloons.


  “I couldn’t breathe from the dry ice,” Ethan said, still animated. He watched Ross bend down to sweep up rose petals shaken loose from Shelby’s pillowcases. “If you get those dirty, my mom will kill you.”


  “She’s already going to murder me for using up a bottle of her perfume,” Ross pointed out. He headed toward a small patch of white petals that he had missed.


  “The coolest thing was the thermometer. How’d you get the temperature to drop?” Ethan asked.


  Ross hefted the Styrofoam-packed dry ice onto his shoulder and started walking through the woods, to the spot where he’d hidden his car. “That wasn’t me,” he admitted. “I think we just got lucky.”


  He had wondered, too, while he was sitting in the uppermost branches of a tree and watching the ground show below, at the stroke of good fortune that had caused the air to cool at just that moment. It was certainly something that could be explained meteorologically, from a sudden wind to a swift weather front moving through. But the EMF meter reading was another story. Ross had held that very EMF meter in his hand; it was sensitive enough to pick up the presence of a person on the other side of a wall, or the approach of a thunderstorm.


  He had made certain that he and Ethan would be too far away to trigger the EMF with their equipment... yet it had still signaled. There had been no approaching physical body to set it off, no inclement weather. Chalk it up to a glitch in the system, a battery failure, a mistake.


  Or, Ross thought, a wish blossoming, maybe not.
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  Eli stood beside the chief of police, decked out in dress regalia because the chief knew a photo-op when he saw one, and squinted as the camera flashes went off in his face. He wasn’t watching the main event, however—Chief Follingsbee giving Az Thompson the court order from a district judge that officially halted development on the Pike property, pending the removal of Abenaki remains from the site. Instead, Eli scanned the faces of the crowd—people he had known all his life who suddenly looked entirely different.


  Winks, for example, had a drinking problem and a wife who’d left him for one of the students she’d taught English to at the high school. But today he was smiling to beat the band, this triumph made sweeter by the fact that he’d had so many runs of hard luck. Old Charlie Rope had come out for this, and had his granddaughter balanced on his shoulders. “You watch,” Eli heard the old man say, bouncing her lightly. “This is something we need to remember.”


  Even stoic Az Thompson, the unofficial Abenaki spokesman, seemed moved by the occasion. This was a victory, and there had been few. Every time the Abenaki had mustered the effort to purchase lands, or win fishing rights, they were defeated on the grounds that they had not been federally recognized as a tribe and therefore had no rights to speak of. According to the Bureau of Indian Affairs, to be a tribe an indigenous group needed to show a continuous cultural history for hundreds of years.


  For the Abenaki, there was a gaping hole that began in the 1930s.


  Eli had always assumed that this was due to the Abenaki’s seeming lack of organization, or drive, or both. But now he wondered if they’d been put in a catch-22 of their own making. As Shelby had said the night before—to keep from being targeted by the eugenicists in the thirties, the Abenaki had intermarried and taken on white names and jobs. They’d moved out of state and blended in with other existing tribes. They’d hid their own traditions behind closed doors, to keep from losing them forever. And now, they were being punished for it.


  Eli watched some of the Abenaki drift back to the big drum they’d carried in for the occasion. Their voices, deep and urgent, plaited together in the most unlikely melody. Indian songs did not follow a set course; they were more like rivers, which went where they needed to. Eli could remember summers on the banks of the lake with his mother’s family; how this music would seep through the crack in the tent at nighttime, how it would carry him to sleep.


  This song, it was their history. Like the rest of Abenaki memoir, it was oral—written words, like that paper that Az was holding now, meant nothing until they created a legend, told by Charlie Rope’s granddaughter to her own children. Eli wondered how many of these men and women remembered what had happened in Comtosook under the direction of Spencer Pike. The very fact that there had been such a conspicuous silence about it was meaningful—it had not been passed down, for some reason. This story, Eli realized, was all the more important for what had not been said.


  “This,” said a voice at his shoulder, “is an outrage.” Rod van Vleet looked ready to spit as he stood on the fringe of the media that was immortalizing this moment. “This is my land, and frankly I don’t care if it’s owned by retarded bald eagles in wheelchairs—I paid for it, fair and square.”


  “I’m sure you’ll get your money back,” Eli said, although he wasn’t sure of this at all. “The last thing they’d want to be accused of is being a bunch of Indian givers.”


  Van Vleet narrowed his eyes, not at all appreciative of Eli’s joke. He pushed his way through the knot of reporters and took his contract from Spencer Pike out of his pocket. “The hell with you,” he said.


  He tore up the paper and tossed the pieces into the air. They fluttered down, light as feathers. When they landed, Eli noticed one small root poking through the dirt. It looked to be a crocus. At some point, apparently, that frozen ground had begun its thaw. Who else knew what lay hidden?


  Eli put his hands in his pockets and walked toward the group of Abenaki who were singing. Words rose from his throat, refrains he had forgotten he ever knew. And even people miles away in Swanton and Morrisville, who had been listening to the song of the wind without even realizing it, suddenly stopped mowing their lawns and wiping down their kitchen counters, somehow aware that the melody had changed.
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  The transformations were gradual, but because they had been expecting them this time, people in Comtosook took notice. When Scotch tape failed to stick, they smiled knowingly. When the melons in the Gas & Grocery grew so ripe that the smell of summer rolled onto the sidewalk like fog, everyone understood. They found four-leaf clovers in their wallets, pressed between the largest bills; they heard bobcats sobbing in the hills; they found their pillows too soft at night—all things that could have been chalked up to any number of causes, but that instead were attributed to their ghost.


  And so it was that when Ross came outside onto Shelby’s porch and saw what he did, he thought twice. It could have been squirrels; it could have been a neighbor kid’s prank. Or it could have been something else entirely that had meticulously arranged seventeen tiny stones in the shape of a heart.
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  This was not his mother. Ethan watched the imposter getting ready for her date from his nest on the bed, humming as she snapped on her holiday earrings, using that goop girls wiped on their eyelashes if they were in the habit of wearing makeup, putting perfume on in places that made no sense—the backs of her knees, the pucker of her belly button.


  “Are you two going to hook up?” Ethan asked.


  “Hook up?”


  “Yeah, you know. Do it.”


  His mother, in the process of slipping into a high-heeled shoe, stumbled. “What kind of a question is that?”


  He thought for a minute. “A smart one.”


  “Well,” she said. “I haven’t decided yet.”


  Ethan began to pick at the knotting on the quilt. “If I were you, I’d do it. But only if he lets you shoot off his gun once or twice.”


  His mother got that look, the one where she did a really bad job of trying not to smile. “I’ll tell him you suggested that.”


  Ethan considered what he knew of making out—it seemed to him about as gross as some girl spitting into a glass, and then giving it to him to drink. “Then again, it might not be worth it.”


  She tugged at his cap, so that it twisted around backward. “Get back to me on that when you’re older.”


  “I’m never going to kiss any girls.” Ethan watched her stand up, check herself out in the mirror. He had to admit, she looked... pretty. And something about that made him feel like the room was spinning.


  “Trust me... it’s irrefragable. One day you’re going to want to do that more than anything else in the world.”


  “And who,” Ethan said, “is going to want to do that with me?”


  His mother paused, then came to sit beside him on the bed. She touched his face as if it were the most beautiful thing she had ever seen, instead of the chalk-white mask of a monster. “Many, many smart women,” she answered, looking into his eyes. “We may have to beat them off with a stick.”


  “As if,” Ethan answered, ducking away, when what he really meant was: I hope I’m here to see it.


  She hugged him, and for some reason, he let her, although he’d given up that kind of lovey-dovey stuff a year ago. Her eyes were bright with a world that did not include Ethan. And because it was going to be that way sooner or later, he found the strength to let her go.
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  In the dark of his room at Shelby’s, Ross was kissed awake. He felt the soft pressure of a mouth against his, the sigh that breathed into his own lungs, and he raised his arms from the cocoon of covers to pull this moment tight against him before it could bleed into the next. He reached out, and found himself grabbing at nothing.


  He knocked over the alarm clock and flicked on the lamp, suddenly alert. Sitting up, he confirmed what he already knew: he was alone in his bedroom, the door locked just the way he’d left it the night before. And his bed was now spotted with hundreds of rose petals.


  “Where are you?” He jumped to his feet in only his boxers, yanking the covers off with one good tug. He lifted the mattress and threw it onto the floor. He shoved at the footboard, sliding the bed away from the wall. Frustrated and breathing hard, he sank to the carpet and buried his face in his hands. Just once, Ross thought, I would like to be the kind of guy who gets lucky. Just once I’d like someone to live for.


  The knocking on the door grew louder. “Ross? You in there? I thought I heard something fall down.”


  He dragged himself to his feet and unlocked the door, opened it just a crack. In the hall his sister stood dressed to the nines, trying to see over his shoulder. “I tripped,” he lied.


  “Oh. You’re okay?”


  “Great. Fantastic.” Ross nodded at her dress. “You look nice.”


  She blushed. “Thanks. The date. You said you’d watch Ethan.”


  “Yeah, I remember,” Ross said, although he hadn’t. “Give me a minute.”


  He closed the door and reached for the jeans that he’d left on the floor before going to sleep. How could he not have fallen for Lia, a woman who—like Ross himself—would have given anything to change the circumstances of her existence... but could not figure out how?


  He could still taste her.


  He was about to leave when he turned back, walked to the puddle of linens on the floor, and shook them out onto the bed again. The sheets floated down, still fragrant with the scent of roses. But the petals themselves had vanished, disappearing without a visible trace.
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  Sometimes, being a public servant paid off. Such as tonight, when Eli had wanted to do something special for Shelby—like providing her with a memorable date at approximately two in the morning, when most restaurants were closed. He unlocked the door to the Italian bistro and held it open so that she could step inside. She sniffed at the traces of oregano and garlic wafting from the kitchen. “You moonlight as a chef?”


  “No... I just know the right people.” He led Shelby to the table he’d set up earlier this evening. A bottle of red wine sat beside a single candle. A rose was draped over her plate.


  Eddie Montero had come to Eli a month ago, asking for his help in nailing an employee who was stealing from the cash register. A few surveillance cameras had done the trick—although Eli imagined that Eddie hadn’t had the heart to reprimand his mother, a part-time substitute waitress who also had kleptomaniac tendencies. Still, he’d been happy enough to loan Eli his establishment off-hours, and even went so far as to prepare a meal that was waiting in the warming oven for them. A heart-healthy meal, unfortunately, without any goddamned red meat.


  “You know,” Shelby said, as he pulled out her chair, “I could have come out at a normal hour.”


  “But then I wouldn’t have been the only guy staring at you.” In heels and a tight black dress, Shelby Wakeman looked nothing like the brown mouse she pretended to be at the library, or the harried mother she actually was. She’d tumbled her hair into a knot at the top of her head, which only made her eyes more luminous and her mouth seem softer. If Eli had felt some primal pull between them before, he was absolutely captivated by her now.


  He served the salad and antipasto, and poured the wine. “Eddie picked the vintage,” Eli admitted. “I can’t tell a Riesling from a Riunite.”


  “I’m pretty sure the Riunite is the one with the twist-off cap.”


  “Ah, right. I knew there was a clue.” Eli tipped his glass against Shelby’s, listening to the crystal sing. “To first dates,” he toasted.


  Shelby shook her head and put down her glass. “I can’t drink to that.”


  A sinking feeling started in Eli’s stomach. “You can’t?”


  “No. I’ve been thinking about it, and I don’t really want to have a first date. By definition, they’re awful, aren’t they?”


  It took Eli a few moments to find an appropriate response. “What do you think we ought to do, then?”


  Shelby smiled. “I want to have a second date.”


  “By definition,” he repeated, “doesn’t that imply that we’ve had a first one?”


  “Well, it certainly suggests that we know all the bare facts about each other already.”


  “Which we don’t...”


  “We know enough to have gotten us here.”


  A smile stretched across Eli’s face as understanding dawned. “What did he do... throw up in your lap? Talk about how your eyes reminded him of his ex?”


  “Who?”


  “Whoever it was that ruined first dates for you.”


  Shelby pleated her napkin. “Actually, this is my first date. I’m going strictly on hearsay.”


  “I find that hard to believe.”


  “Oh, I could tell you stories that would—”


  “No,” Eli interrupted. “I mean, I find it hard to believe that this is your first date.”


  “Well, I meant since having Ethan.”


  Eli feigned nonchalance. “What happened to Ethan’s dad?”


  “Last I heard, he was living in Seattle. We don’t really connect much.” Shelby moved her food around her plate. “He divorced me after Ethan was born. He couldn’t handle having a kid with XP.”


  “XP,” he repeated.


  “That’s the condition Ethan’s got—the one that means he can’t be out in the sunlight. It’s a genetic abnormality—and very rare.”


  Eli had talked with Ethan about it... but briefly. The only thing he remembered the kid saying was that he wasn’t going to live long. “Is he... is he going to be okay?”


  “No,” Shelby said softly. “He’s not.”


  Her chin came up, but she did not say anything else. Eli set down his fork. “There’s nothing doctors can do?”


  “The only thing they can do is tell you ahead of time. So you know what to expect, although I don’t think you’re ever ready for something like this. But most genetic counselors don’t even think to look for XP. I wouldn’t have even gone to one, if Thomas hadn’t had cystic fibrosis in his family.”


  “Didn’t the doctor flag it?”


  “She. And no, she didn’t. It turned out that my appointment was canceled. When I got down there, I was pretty annoyed, like most of the other patients who had been left high and dry. One of them had heard the receptionist talking on the phone—apparently the reason for the snafu was that the doctor had taken the day off to get an abortion herself.” Shelby’s hand crept to her abdomen unconsciously. “I thought about that, a lot. It was certainly her choice to do what she needed to do, and I have no idea what her reasons were. But I also realized that I wouldn’t give up on that baby inside me—not even if it had cystic fibrosis, or XP, or anything else. Nothing that geneticist was going to tell me would change my mind... so it didn’t make any sense to reschedule my appointment.”


  Eli and his wife had not had children before she ran off with another man. He wondered, now, what he would have done if she’d not only taken herself away, but also his baby. He imagined that no matter how it came about, losing a child was something that you kept coming back to, like the hole in your gum when you lost a tooth or a scar you’d worry with your fingertips—a disfigurement that you felt over and over. “Ethan seems like a great kid,” Eli said.


  “A handful of years with him still beats a lifetime with anyone else.” She smiled. “He had some advice for me about this date. So did Ross.”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  “Ross told me never to trust a man who makes people confess for a living.”


  “And Ethan?”


  “I may just hang onto his pearl of wisdom for a while longer,” Shelby laughed.


  Eli leaned back in his seat. “Your brother, he’s interesting.”


  “That’s a nice way of saying it,” Shelby replied, buttering her bread. “More often, I hear terms like drifter and fuck-up.”


  “You don’t think of him like that.”


  “No. I think he’s lost. And that’s a circumstance that only lasts as long as it takes to be found by someone else.” A curl fell out of her topknot; she tucked it behind her ear. “Happiness comes easier to some people than others. Ross wants to be happy; he wants it more than anyone I’ve ever met. But asking him to actually find his way there... well, that’s like asking him to spread his arms and fly. He just can’t, is all.”


  “What about you?” he asked. “You take care of Ethan and you stand up for Ross. But who’s watching out for you?”


  Eli reached for Shelby’s hand, which was wrapped too tightly around the stem of her wineglass. He watched her mouth relax, and then, in the moment it took for her to remember herself, she pulled away. “Here I am confabulating about myself—”


  “Why do you do that?” he asked.


  “Do what?”


  “Use words no one else understands.”


  “It means—”


  “I don’t care,” Eli said. “I just want to know why you never say what you really mean.”


  He thought she would sidestep the question, but she met his gaze. “With words, you know what you’re getting. When I know the right thing to say, there aren’t any surprises.”


  He leaned in a little. “Go ahead. Ask me the wrong thing.”


  She hesitated, then lowered her voice, as if there were other people around. “Why me, Eli?”


  He stood up and drew her close, as if this might be the way to answer her question.


  “Why?” Shelby repeated.


  “Because dancing’s what you do on the second date,” Eli said, deliberately misunderstanding her. He tucked her tighter, feeling her head beneath his chin, her jaw against his collarbone.


  “There isn’t any music.”


  “You think?” Eli said softly, and he rocked Shelby in his arms until she too heard the silver sound of nothing at all.
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  Ross stood at the highest ledge of the granite quarry, watching his nephew scramble over huge chips and pillars left by yesterday’s blasting that hadn’t yet been mined. It surprised him, after being so reckless with his own life, to feel so incredibly nervous watching someone he loved taking a risk. But in return for helping Ross at the Pike property, Ethan asked to spend one night living on the edge—literally. And because he deserved it, Ross had been determined to make it happen.


  He had gotten the permission of the security guard—Az Thompson. With Shelby gone on her date, Ross knew he had a good few hours to take Ethan on this field trip. Az stood beside Ross, watching Ethan shimmy up a long sloping piece of rose-colored granite. “You won’t get in trouble for this, will you?” Ross asked.


  “Only if the kid hurts himself.”


  “He better not.”


  “Will you get in trouble for this?” Az asked.


  “Probably,” Ross admitted. “I’m supposed to be taking care of him.” He kicked at a pebble, which fell over the lip of the quarry to strike hundreds of feet below. “Speaking of which, I never thanked you for the other night.”


  “No need.”


  Ross shook his head. “I... well, a lot happened just before you got to me. I found my ghost.”


  “I heard.”


  “You don’t seem surprised.”


  “I wasn’t the one who needed convincing,” Az said.


  “Eli Rochert said you’re going to do some kind of ceremony?”


  “Friday, at dawn. You coming?”


  Ross could not speak for a moment. Eli had explained that the ritual would be a private one, limited to the officials needed to dig up the remains and the Abenaki spiritual leaders. He was not an official, and he was not Abenaki; therefore, he had no illusions about being invited. He had even told himself that seeing the remains of this woman who’d come alive only for him would be like losing her all over again.


  Yet there was a part of him that wanted so badly to be present. Because if Lia’s body was being put to rest, chances were that her spirit would come to bear witness. And if she saw Ross, maybe this time she would not leave.


  “I’ll be there,” Ross said quietly.


  Az crossed his arms over his chest. “What they should be doing, instead of digging up this grave, is burying Spencer Pike alive.”


  Ross looked hard at Az. Az, who had protested the development of the Pike property before there was any concrete proof. Az, who was old enough to have heard about Spencer Pike’s crusade for sterilization. Eli had told him that the old man had moved to Comtosook in the seventies, and that he’d come from the Midwest. But Shelby had said that in the 1930s some of the Abenaki had migrated to escape what was happening in Vermont—joining up with the Ojibway in Michigan and Minnesota and Wisconsin. They had taken their stories. And Az would have listened.


  “How much,” Ross asked, “did you know?”


  Az shrugged. “Enough.”


  “You didn’t tell anyone. You could have walked right up to Eli and told him about Spencer Pike and eugenics.”


  “Why bring up something that hurts so much, if it’s not going to change anything?”


  “But it does. It keeps it from happening again.”


  Az raised a brow. “Do you really believe that?”


  Ross started to nod, but then realized he would be lying. The truth was, history repeated itself on a daily basis; mistakes were made over and over. People were haunted by what they had done, and by what they hadn’t had time to do. “Gray Wolf,” he said suddenly. “You know what happened to him, don’t you?”


  The old man stared up at the yellow eye of the moon. “Where I used to live, every few years, there would be rumors about people seeing him. In line at the bank, or sitting in the back of a bus, or dealing in a casino.”


  “Like Elvis.” Ross smiled. He should have known better. Reality sometimes morphed into legend, but the equation never went the other way. “Well, I suppose it doesn’t matter, really. The guy’s probably dead by now.”


  “I’m 102,” Az said softly, “but who’s counting.”


  TEN


  “I killed her.” Az pressed the small wad of gauze to the spot on his arm where blood had just been drawn and looked calmly at the detective sitting across from him in the examination room.


  Eli didn’t even blink. “The evidence doesn’t suggest that.”


  “Far as I know, there’s still a warrant out for me.”


  Ross put down the tongue depressor that he’d dressed with a cotton ball hairdo, a makeshift puppet. After confessing his identity, Az had agreed to meet with Eli. Ross half expected him to skip town again—but he’d been waiting on the steps of the police station when Ross had arrived. He’d allowed Eli to fingerprint him, and even Ross could see those telltale arches, the same ones that had been on Gray Wolf’s fingerprint card from the State Prison. And when Eli had gone one step further and asked Az for a blood sample for DNA typing, the old man was the one who suggested they do it right away.


  But why confess after seventy years?


  “I killed her,” Az repeated. “I found a girl who grew up like royalty, and explained she wasn’t a princess after all. It doesn’t matter if I wound that rope around her neck, if I was even there that night. She wouldn’t have died if I hadn’t told her she was my daughter.”


  “You must have realized that finding out the truth wouldn’t be easy for her,” Eli said.


  “I wasn’t thinking of the choices she’d have to make. I just wanted to get to know her, because she was what I’d be leaving behind in this world. Only it didn’t work out that way.”


  “Did you tell Pike, too?”


  “No.”


  “Do you think Lia told him?”


  “I think she was afraid to,” Az said. “He’d locked her up the week before. She had been suicidal—and he said he wanted to keep an eye on her, keep her from hurting herself. In Spencer Pike’s mind, announcing you were a Gypsy was just as self-destructive.”


  “Why didn’t you take her out of there?” Ross accused. “You could have saved her.” And yet, he knew that even if Az Thompson had spirited Lia off to Canada to have her child, she still would not be his. She would be an old woman. The only reason he had ever met her at all was because she had died when she did.


  “Her husband beat me up and threw me out. By the time I came back for her, the place was a murder scene... and Spencer Pike was telling the cops I’d done it. The reason I’ve lived so long is that it’s my punishment. I met her, but then had to spend the rest of my life without her.”


  Ross stared, surprised to hear Az voice the very same pain that he felt.


  Eli shook his head. “I remember when you moved here, Az. I was a kid. You came back to Comtosook, knowing that you could still be arrested for something you didn’t do?”


  “I came back because I promised someone I loved that I would.” Az pulled the Band-Aid from the crook of his elbow, where only the tiniest dot indicated the question of his identity. “You ask me, that’s all it takes.”
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  It turned out that sneaking into a rest home wasn’t very difficult if you happened to be the same age as most of its patrons. He moved through the halls like the ghost he nearly was, squinting at the names on the doors until he found the one he wanted.


  Inside, Spencer Pike lay twisted in his sheets, his face as white as the belly of a whale, his IV hooked up to a patient-controlled analgesia pump. His thumb pressed hard on a nurse’s call button, and his breath came in small shallow pants. “I need more morphine!”


  The answer was tinny, distant. “I’m sorry, Mr. Pike. You can’t have any more tonight.”


  With a roar of pain, he threw the PCA button down. He lay on his side, his features twisted with agony. Even after the other man slipped out of the shadows, it took a few moments for Pike to focus on his face. And then, there was no sign of recognition. “Who are you?” he gasped.


  There was no right way to answer. In his life, he had been so many different people: John Delacour, Gray Wolf, Az Thompson. He had been called an Indian, a Gypsy, a murderer, a miracle. Yet the only identity he had ever wanted was the one that had been denied him—Lily’s husband, Lia’s father.


  Maybe Spencer Pike was delirious from the narcotics or the haze of his illness; maybe he saw courage in Az’s eyes and mistook it for understanding. But something made him reach across the six inches of physical space and miles of distance between them to grasp Az’s hand. “Please,” he begged. “Help me.”


  It rocked Az to the core to realize that he and Spencer Pike had something in common after all: they would die alone, and their grief would die with them. He looked at the broken man in front of him who had ruined so many lives. “Help me die,” Pike breathed.


  It would be so easy. A pillow, held down for thirty seconds. A hand covering the parched and bitter mouth. No one need ever know, and Az would have his biblical justice: a life for a life.


  But it was what Pike wanted.


  Az felt the bands around his heart break free. “No,” he said, and he walked out of the room without a second glance.
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  The Comtosook Police department had hired six part-timers to keep the media away from the site of the disinterment. Gathered around the open graves were Wesley Sneap, Eli, Az and several hand-picked Abenaki, and Ross. The stench of time rose from the earth, thick as cinnamon.


  That should be me, Ross thought, at the moment Az murmured the same words aloud. The old man’s hand trembled as it reached toward the coffins. “Where will you take her?” Ross asked.


  “To the top of a mountain, a sacred place. The Abenaki are always buried facing east.” Az looked up. “That way she can see what’s coming.”


  Ross tried to swallow around the knot that had lodged in his throat. “Will you... will you show me where she is?”


  “I can’t. You’re not Abenaki.”


  Ross had known that would be the answer, but it did not keep tears from springing to his eyes. He nodded, pretended to kick at a stick beside his shoe. Suddenly he felt something being pressed into his hand. An envelope.


  Inside was a faded clipping from the Burlington Free Press, the obituary of Cecelia Beaumont Pike. A picture of her sat off to the side. In it, she was smiling faintly, as if the photographer had told a joke she did not find funny but was too polite not to laugh just a little. “You keep it,” Az said.


  “I couldn’t—”


  “She’d want that.” Az tilted his head. “She told me she’d dreamed of you, you know.”


  “She... what?”


  “Of a man who looked like you look. Who had gadgets and things she didn’t recognize. You would come to her, when she was sleeping.” Az shrugged. “It’s not so strange, really. You can be haunted for years by someone you’ve never met.”
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  “You ready?” Eli asked gently, and the old man nodded.


  Wesley Sneap helped Eli position a crowbar and crack open the lid of the larger coffin. Ross fell backward, and two of the Abenaki blanched. Eli peered into the pine box at the yellowed puzzle of long bones and joints in a bed of dirt and dust. Only one entire limb remained intact—the right arm, a continuous line from shoulder to elbow to wrist to hand, which lay on top of the sternum that once covered a heart.


  He stood with his hands clasped, feeling his childhood unspool as Az started to speak a language that ran through his veins. Kchai phanem ta wdosa... the mother and daughter. Kchi Niwaskw... Great Spirit. Nosaka nia... follow me. Eli did not know if Cecelia Pike, or her baby, were in a place where they could hear this ceremony, but he hoped so.


  “Olegwasi,” Az said. “Dream well.” Then he turned to face the others. “The Ojibway—the people I went to when I left here—they hold a ceremony when a baby is born.” He took a twist of tobacco from a canvas bag he’d carried into the gravesite and lit it on fire. “It’s so the Spirit World can recognize a child, and make a place for her when it’s her time to go. Today I want to give my granddaughter her name.”


  Az looked around the circle of people, daring them to say that it might be too late after seventy years. “Lily,” he called, facing to the east.


  Eli felt the response drawn from his throat. “Lily,” he repeated.


  Az turned to the north. “Lily.”


  “Lily.”


  To the west, to the south, he offered up her name for safekeeping. By the time Az turned to Eli again, it was snowing. Eli touched the top of his head and brushed off a few flower petals. “Now,” Az said.


  Just then the sky darkened, until it was the color of a bruise beneath the skin. Ross Wakeman turned in a circle, as if he were expecting something to materialize, and damned if Eli didn’t think that just might happen.


  But just then Wesley jimmied open the smaller coffin, an apple crate, with a crowbar. Ill-preserved and eroded with time, the wooden box broke into pieces. The contents spilled, and Eli ran forward too late, thinking there might be something he could do.


  A hush fell over the small group. The bones that fell out, twisted and brown, were a scramble of points and edges. But even Eli, who had no training in this kind of thing, realized that the skull was missing. “Uh... Wesley?”


  The medical examiner creaked down to his knees, poking through the remains with a gloved hand. “The ribs and vertebrae are here,” he said, “but they’re too large to be from an infant. I don’t even think this is human.”


  “Then what the hell is it?”


  Wesley looked up at Eli. “Looks to me like a rib roast,” he said.


  Years from now, Eli would know this was the moment he had truly forsworn red meat. He knelt beside the coffin and felt Az come up behind him. They all watched the sky split at a seam, letting forth a steady rain of rose petals that covered the ground, the grave, the bones inside the coffin. A rogue wind whipped between Eli’s legs, caught the petals in a funnel draft. They drifted down to the ground, spelling out initials: RW.
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  In her dreams, Ruby was reaching. Anticipation was a lion crouched on her chest, clawing at her collarbone. She woke with a start and tried to sit up, but that lion had her pinned to the mattress, and now that she tried, she couldn’t catch her breath, either.


  Was Lucy crying?


  No, this was a baby. The thin wail snaked under the door of Ruby’s bedroom, through the crack where the hall light shined through. Ruby struggled upright, but not before the lion on her chest took a vicious swipe.


  She clutched the burn over her left breast and fell heavily to the floor. In the moment of clarity that sometimes comes with great pain, Ruby suddenly knew who that baby was. And she realized that in her dream, she had been reaching out for Cecelia Pike.
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  Ross drove in circles, and when he could not fool himself anymore he pulled onto the side of the road and got out of his car, lying on the hood and the windshield and smiling up at the sky. “RW,” he said aloud. “RW.”


  He had seen it, clear as day, and whether anyone else had noticed hardly mattered—the flowers had taken the shape of his own initials. Ross let the sun wash over his face. The sky was printed blue on the backs of his eyelids and the clouds were a kaleidoscope—flat-bottomed giraffes and teapots and porcupines. It was possible to find all sorts of things, if you were in the mood to see them. Ross shifted to the right, so that half of the car’s hood was left empty. Room for someone to sit, should she choose to.
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  “What do you mean, the body was missing?” Shelby, sitting beside Ross on the porch, was incredulous. “There was a death certificate.”


  From the end of the driveway, where Ethan had just executed a series of G-turns, he took a bow. “Ma! Did you see?”


  Shelby clapped. “Eximious!” Then she turned to Ross. “Didn’t the medical examiner have to sign off on a body?”


  “Who knows? Eli’s working from transcripts and testimonies and public records, but you can only construct so much of what actually happened. It’s like doing a puzzle when you’ve only got half the pieces.”


  “He seems to know what he’s doing,” Shelby mused.


  “Eli?” Ross took one look at his sister’s face. “Are we still talking about the murder, here, or do you have something else you want to share?”


  She pulled her feet back as Ethan whizzed by, skating within inches of her toes. “He’s thorough, that’s all.”


  “I’ll bet.”


  Shelby gave him a withering look. “It doesn’t add up ratiocinatively. If the body of the baby was missing, then presumably, it was either buried somewhere else... or it was never buried. Pike wouldn’t have buried it in a different grave, because if the medical examiner had insisted on digging up the baby to see it, he wouldn’t have been able to explain a rib roast. But then again, he doesn’t seem like the type to leave it on the doorstep of a church, either.”


  “Why would you leave a dead body at a church?”


  Shelby looked at him. “Who said the baby was dead?”


  “Spencer Pike,” Ross replied, and then blinked. “Shit.”


  “Exactly.”


  “So if he lied... and the baby was alive... then maybe someone tried to save it. It would explain why they’d stick the rib roast in the coffin instead... they were trying to fool Pike into thinking that the baby had died.”


  “Which Pike would probably have been more than willing to believe,” Shelby added. “What if the reason your ghost was haunting the property had nothing to do with the way she died? What if she came back to find her child?”


  Ethan skated by, his eyes bright with constellations. He executed three 360s, missed the fourth, and fell down. Lying on the driveway, he laughed the deep-belly way only children can, bubbling up from the core. “I guess you’d come back for that,” Ross said.


  “No,” Shelby answered. “I never would have left.”
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  It was too fine a setting for Spencer Pike. In his wheelchair, with a blanket on his lap and the white slats of the gazebo behind him, Eli wished for something more suitable—fire and brimstone, tar pits, a cell from the Middle Ages. This, after all, was a man who had gotten away with murder.


  Eli leaned back against the railing of the nursing home’s gazebo, trying to keep his cool. Getting Pike to confess had become a personal mission. “How would you like it if you went in for a sponge bath,” he said evenly, “and came out with a vasectomy?”


  “Can’t say it would cramp my style these days.”


  “Unfortunately,” Eli said, “I doubt some of your sterilization victims would say the same.”


  “Hitler gave eugenics a bad name, and you liberals swarmed all over us. But we were just like you. We were making the world a better place, too.”


  “By keeping the poor and the different from multiplying. Very humane.”


  “You have no idea. Their children were growing up without four walls to call a home. They had no moral direction. The ones we could save, we did. The others, well, it was for their own good.”


  “Did you ever think to give them a second chance?”


  “Of course. But they kept making the same mistakes again.”


  “And you?” Eli said. “You’ve never made a mistake?”


  Pike narrowed his eyes. “You want to tell me what that has to do with my property being developed?”


  “Funny you should mention that, since your property isn’t going to be developed.” He handed Pike a copy of the injunction that had been given to Rod van Vleet.


  “This is... this is ridiculous,” Pike sputtered. “My land’s no Indian burial ground.”


  “Actually, it is.” Eli came a step closer. “Tell me, Spencer, did she fight you? Did she beg you to stop while you were putting that rope around her neck?”


  “She was my wife.”


  “And she was half-Abenaki,” Eli countered. “Which wasn’t going to reflect well on a card-carrying member of the American Eugenics Society, was it?”


  He watched Pike’s face, the shock that unraveled across it. “You said that the last time you were here.”


  “Because it’s true,” Eli said.


  The old man shook his head, as if that might keep the fact from sinking in. “Cissy wasn’t... her hair, it was blond, and her skin was like milk...”


  “And her father was not Harry Beaumont, but an Abenaki man named Gray Wolf.”


  “Her father... ?”


  “She had the bad luck to not be what you needed her to be, and you took care of that problem the way you took care of everything else that didn’t agree with you—by simply getting rid of it.” By now, Eli was leaning down over the old man. “Tell me the truth, Spencer. Tell me what you did.”


  Pike closed his eyes, silent for so long Eli wondered if he’d suffered a stroke. “I thought she loved him,” he whispered. “I thought the child was his.”


  “What did you do with the baby?”


  The old man’s throat knotted, and his mouth worked soundlessly before the words burst free. “I killed it. I smothered it. Hid the body in the icehouse and told Cissy it had just died. I thought maybe, this way, we could start over. But I didn’t touch Cissy. I swear it, I loved her. I loved her.”


  Eli thought of the apple crate in the ground, the one that had not held an infant. “What did you do with the baby’s body?”


  “Buried it,” Spencer said. “The next morning, I found Cissy... and I buried the crate before I called the police. I had to, or they would have found out what I did.” He grabbed for Eli’s sleeve. “I did it because I loved her. All I wanted was—”


  “A second chance?” Eli interrupted, unsympathetic. “The question is, did you make the same mistake again?”
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  The hardest part for Meredith was trying to keep from breaking down as she listened to the cardiologist who’d treated her grandmother after the heart attack. They stood in front of the hospital bed, where Ruby lay lit like a Christmas tree and strung with all manners of tubes and intravenous equipment. “She’s not out of the woods yet by any means,” the doctor said. “Reduced cerebral blood flow secondary to a myocardial infarction leads to ischemia... and delirium. I think it’s best to keep her here for a few days, just for monitoring.”


  Meredith mumbled something—praise? thanks?—and sat down on the chair she’d pulled up to the bed. Outside this cardiac care room, a saint of a nurse had Lucy drawing Magic Marker faces on ballooned latex glove-puppets. Meredith rested her forehead on the synthetic blanket and held Ruby’s hand, which glowed at the forefinger with a pulse-oxygen monitor. “Don’t leave me,” she begged.


  She felt the paper-thin skin of Ruby’s fingers twitch in her own. Meredith sat up, hopeful, to find her grandmother’s eyes wide open. “I’ll be fine in time for that dinner party,” Ruby said, her voice sliding into a French Canadian dialect.


  Dinner party? Meredith frowned, and then remembered what the doctor had said about delirium.


  “You take care of that baby.”


  Lucy. “She wants you to get better too.”


  Ruby’s eyes drifted shut. “I will,” she murmured. “I promise, Miz Pike.”


  [image: images]


  Shelby’s face bloomed the moment she realized it was Eli ringing the doorbell. “I’m glad you came by,” she said, stepping aside to let him in.


  “I am too.”


  “I had a wonderful time the other night.” Shelby thought of the way they had ended their date in Eli’s truck; how he had leaned over and asked if he could kiss her before Watson beat him to it; how incredible it felt to be held by someone, instead of doing the holding.


  “Good. Since I came by to propose, and all.”


  “To... what?”


  Eli grinned. “I figured after your aversion to first dates, you might not be crazy about second ones either. So I thought maybe we’d just skip ahead.”


  “Maybe we should jump to our silver anniversary,” Shelby said. “Play it safe.”


  “All right by me,” Eli replied, and amazingly, Shelby thought he was only half-joking. She imagined sitting next to him, doing absolutely nothing, because they had spent years together doing it all and now could fill the spaces simply with each other’s company. She thought of what a bed would feel like when it was not empty on the other side.


  “Can I get you something?” Shelby asked. “A cold drink?”


  “Ross.”


  Her face fell. “Oh. You came to talk to him.”


  The uncomfortable moment was interrupted by the boisterous arrival of Watson, who pounced through the open door and between them. “I told you to stay in the truck,” Eli said, trying in vain to grab the dog’s collar.


  “It’s okay.” Shelby watched the bloodhound begin to case her parlor and move into the living room. Watson stopped, turned toward Shelby, and gave an enthusiastic swipe of his tail—which managed to send a candy dish, a television remote, and several books off of the coffee table. Eli and Shelby both ran forward to pick up the mess. “I’m sorry—”


  “Don’t be—”


  “—He’s a pain in the ass, sometimes—”


  “—No worse than a nine-year-old boy, believe me.”


  As Shelby examined the crystal candy bowl for hairline fractures, Eli collected the books, which had splayed open on the carpet. One was a coffee table pictorial of Vermont. The other was a scrapbook. Curious, Eli flipped through the pages. “What’s this?”


  Shelby read over his shoulder, her cheeks pink with embarrassment as Eli skimmed the stories she went back to time and time again. On the page he’d opened, there was an article about a six-year-old boy bitten by a shark off the coast of Florida. His leg had been severed and successfully reattached, but the blood loss had put him into a coma. After weeks of assuming the boy was brain-dead, he’d awakened just as good as new.


  The most recent article involved a Canadian toddler who’d wandered out of his house and had fallen asleep in a six-foot drift of snow. “I remember this one,” Eli said. “He was pronounced dead, and brought to the hospital—”


  “And the doctors gradually warmed him up and he came back to life.” Shelby took the scrapbook from him. “It’s stupid, I know, but I keep track. I clip stories where death turns out to not be... well, so final. Maybe one day someone will clip a story about Ethan for the same reason.”


  Suddenly Ross came pounding down the stairs, his hair still wet from a shower. “I thought I heard your voice,” he said to Eli, as Watson did his best to leap into his arms. “How’d it go with Pike?”


  But Eli was still riveted by the story of the Canadian toddler. “The doctor’s from McGill,” he said. “That’s right over the border in Montreal. The family must be nearby. Shelby, come with me?”


  She did not consider Ethan, or her job, or her brother. She didn’t consider the logistics of staying overnight with a man she’d gone out with only once. And she didn’t wonder why, spontaneously, Eli seemed as interested in near-death experiences as she was. All Shelby knew was that when you are given the chance to meet a miracle, you do not think twice.
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  From the Burlington Free Press:


  Burlington, VT—Dr. Thomas Smalley, president of the University of Vermont, announced plans to rename the Beaumont Biology Library and the Pike Museum of Anthropological History. “The University of Vermont wants to make clear that the ideas espoused by these professors during Vermont’s eugenics studies were theirs alone, and did not represent the views of the university community as a whole,” said Smalley, in a written statement. Potential new names for these buildings are under review by the Alumni Committee.
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  When Eli was a boy, he had been certain that state boundaries and the equator were lines drawn on the ground, just like on a map. “The first time my mother took me to Canada, I asked her to pull over so I could see it,” he told Shelby.


  “You must have been disappointed.”


  “Nope.” He grinned, thinking back. “She took a piece of chalk out of the glove compartment, and started drawing. Said that all the car tires on the highway must have rubbed it right off.”


  “And you believed her?”


  He glanced at her from the corner of his eye. “I think people believe what they need to, don’t you?”


  “I suppose you can’t be a cop unless you’re cynical.”


  “Not true. We continue to be amazed every day.”


  He pulled the truck into a highway motel, one just over the city line of Montreal, according to the map. Avec HBO, promised a billboard.


  They had made it to Canada in record time. However, it was nearly 8 P.M.—which meant that Eli would not be seeing Dr. Holessandro until the following day. “Sorry it’s not the Ritz,” Eli apologized. “But the Ritz doesn’t take dogs.”


  “I hope you were referring to Watson. And don’t worry on my account. I’d be just as happy camping out in the flatbed.”


  The thought of Shelby pressed against him from toe to shoulder in the rear of his truck was enough to make Eli suddenly as hard as a rock. He got out of the rig, turned away, and adjusted his jeans. Shelby followed him into the office of the motel, where a boy with a green mohawk was playing Scrabble against himself. “Do you speak French?” she asked Eli.


  “Nothing to worry about.” As Eli walked up to the desk, the boy made no effort to even look at him. “Hello.” He rolled his eyes. “Bonjour.”


  “Bonjour,” the boy said, smirking at Eli and Shelby—and their lack of luggage. “Vous désirez une chambre?”


  Shelby opened her mouth and stepped forward. “I’ll take care of this,” Eli said. “Oui, deux chambres, s’il vous plaît.”


  The boy looked at Shelby, and then back at Eli. “Deux? Vous êtes sûr?”


  “Oui,” Eli said.


  The boy raised a brow. “Et Madame? Elle est sûre aussi?”


  “Bon, d’accord. Avez-vous des chambres ou non?”


  “Oui, oui... ne vous fâachez pas. D’abord, j’ai besoin d’une carte de crédit...” Eli slapped his MasterCard on the counter. “Voilà les clefs pour les chambres 40 et 42.”


  “Merci.”


  “Ou, préférez-vous plus de distance entre les chambres? Deux étages différents peut-être...?”


  “Non, ça va comme ça.” Eli grabbed Shelby by the arm and pulled her toward the front door. “Bonne nuit, alors...” the clerk called after them, laughing.


  Outside, Eli made a beeline for his truck. If his dick had been hard before they’d gone into the motel, by now he could be the body double for a jackhammer. “Eli—”


  “I want to get the dog. You know what they say about leaving animals in cars...”


  “Eli!” Shelby planted her hands on her hips in the middle of the parking lot. “Goddammit, listen to me!”


  He turned slowly, exhaling heavily. “What.”


  “The reason I asked you if you speak French in there... was because I do, and I could have checked us in. Would you prefer more distance between the rooms?” she translated, mocking the clerk. “Two different floors, maybe?”


  Mortified, Eli swore. “Shelby, it’s not like you think...”


  “You have no idea what I’m thinking,” she countered, then added quietly, “I was thinking that he was right. You could have gotten one room.”


  Eli took a few steps forward, until he was standing just inches away from Shelby. “No, I couldn’t have,” he said.


  He watched the light go out of her eyes, and realized she had misunderstood him. In that moment, he wished for her facility for words. He wished for a lot of things. “You know how sometimes when you’re reading a really great book or watching a really great video you stop, just to make it last longer? There is nothing I want more than to, uh, oscillate with you. But that’s gonna lead to more than that... pretty damn quick. What I feel right now—what we feel—it’s eviscerant enough. We can’t get that back, once it’s gone.” He kissed her on the forehead. “I don’t want to go slow, but I’m gonna make myself do it.”


  “Evanescent?” Shelby smiled slowly. “Osculate?”


  Eli winked. “You’re not the only one who can read a dictionary.” And over her shoulder what had been just a crack in the pavement, a line of trees, and a picket fence suddenly reconfigured into a city boundary line, clear as day.
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  The hospital was a little too clean and a little too quiet, swimming with so much false cheer that it made the tiled floor shine. As Lucy climbed on the bed, she concentrated on not making any sound—not only because her mom and great-grandma were sleeping but because the crinkly covers and plastic sheets were already covered with people who Lucy could see, even if no one else seemed to be able to.


  She didn’t like touching them, didn’t like the way their arms and legs moved right through her and made her so cold inside that her bones ached. She didn’t like the way they stared at her, as if they were jealous that she was someone who could walk into a room and be noticed without even trying. So Lucy curled herself into as small a ball as possible, and watched her great-grandmother rest.


  Her mother had told her that Granny Ruby’s heart was broken, and it made Lucy think of a vase she’d knocked over once and tried to glue back together. Every time she saw it, now, she knew it wasn’t as good as it had been.


  Lucy felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up as a girl beside her with long black braids and a funny striped apron poked at her with one long finger. She looked to be about sixteen, and sickly, her cheeks nearly blue. “Ma poule,” the girl whispered.


  Suddenly Granny Ruby blinked awake. “You’re here,” she said, reaching for Lucy.


  “My mother brought me.”


  At that, Ruby looked around wildly. “Mama? She’s here too?” But before Lucy could answer, her great-grandmother touched her cheek. “Simone,” she said, not Lucy at all. “You came back.”


  “I’m not Simone,” Lucy whispered, but by then her great-grandmother was no longer listening. The see-through girl with the black braids reached out, and with one shove, pushed Lucy off the bed.
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  On January 3rd, 2002, Alexandre Proux had awakened before his mother, Genevieve. He opened the back door, whose doorknob he had only been able to reach for a week, now, and wandered onto the porch in his Spider-Man pajamas. It was snowing, and he wanted to play.


  By the time his mother woke up and realized he was gone, Alexandre had been buried beneath the snow. For six hours, the police followed kidnapping leads and looked everywhere but in Alex’s own backyard.


  Now, Alex was three and torturing the beagle puppy his mother had bought him last Christmas. The dog had been trussed up in a kerchief, and Alex was trying to tie reins onto its collar. “I keep thinking that the dog is going to bite him,” said Genevieve, smiling. “But he seems to have the same trouble saying no to Alex as the rest of us.”


  “You are so lucky.” Alex handed his mother the cap gun and then galloped off astride his long-suffering makeshift steed.


  “There is nothing like it,” Genevieve added, now that Alex was out of earshot. “Seeing your baby, not moving like that. Alex was still, and Alex is never still. I kept thinking, He will wake up now. He will open his eyes and look at me and be fine.”


  Shelby understood. If you lost a child, grief wasn’t just part of the equation. It was the equation. Suddenly the beagle raced into the room, the cowboy hat clamped firmly between his jaws, Alex trailing behind. “You have a son, oui?”


  “Ethan. He’s nine.”


  “Then you understand.”


  Alex veered left, flying into his mother’s arms. She kissed him on the soft spot behind his ear. “Yes,” Shelby said, watching them. “I do.”
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  Dr. Gaspar Holessandro had a bad toupee and a weakness for sardines. “I’m sorry,” he said, licking his fingers after plucking another one from a Tupperware container on his desk. “I don’t usually eat in front of guests.” Too busy to schedule a meeting, Holessandro had agreed to meet Eli during a lunch break. His office was a closet attached to the pristine research lab at McGill where, three days a week, the doctor studied SIDS by implanting probes in the brains of infant pigs. The other four days, he worked at the hospital where Alexandre Proux had been brought in stiff and blue and presumably dead.


  Eli had, again, bent the truth. He explained to Holessandro that he was a detective in Vermont, that there was an open investigation into a baby’s death, one that shared characteristics with young Alex’s situation. He’d wanted to know if there was some regenerative process caused by extreme cold—one that might explain why a baby who had been smothered might suddenly come back to life after being stuck in an icehouse. He didn’t tell the doctor that all this had happened in 1932.


  Holessandro bit the tail off a sardine. “Smothering,” he explained, “would cause asphyxiation... and make a person hypoxic. Now, if you’re an adult, that means you’d breathe more—hyperventilate. Infants, though—their bodies are physiologically quite different from ours, and for them hypoxia inhibits breathing. So if a baby was smothered, it might stop breathing for several minutes... and then would autoresuscitate.”


  “You mean it wouldn’t stay dead?”


  “When you stop the part of a baby’s brain that’s responsible for normal breathing, another part of the brain takes over... which makes the infant gasp a few times. The purpose is to get some oxygen in there to jump-start the heart and lungs again.” He smiled. “It’s actually very hard to kill an infant.”


  “But whoever was doing the suffocating—surely he’d have noticed an infant gasping for air.”


  “That depends on how quickly he left. It happened in an icehouse, you said?”


  Eli shrugged. “Yeah.”


  Holessandro shook his head. “And I thought Canadians were provincial. Well, the icehouse adds another twist to it. Say the baby was asphyxiated... and then gasped... and was stuck in a cold environment. In that case, what happened to Alexandre would start to happen to the infant. The skin would cool, which in turn would cool the blood flow, which cools the brain, which causes the hypothalamus to lower the metabolic rate to basal levels. Perhaps even more so—the younger the child, the more potent the reflex that makes bodily systems shut down that way.”


  “So the baby would look dead, but wouldn’t be dead?”


  “Exactly. It’s like energy-saver on a computer... the screen shuts off but you haven’t lost your data. Likewise, as the blood flow was directed only to essential organs, the baby’s skin would get blue and cold. It wouldn’t be breathing visibly; its pulse would be indistinguishable. Like Alex.”


  “How long could an infant live like that?”


  “It can’t,” Holessandro said flatly. “Scientifically, according to textbooks, it doesn’t happen. But the rules of biology aren’t like the rules of physics, and as we’ve seen with Alex—sometimes it does.” He popped the last of the sardines in his mouth. “So did your baby live?”


  “My baby?”


  “The infant. The one from this case.”


  “Oh, right,” Eli said. “We don’t know, actually.”


  “Well, if it did, someone or something must have come along to warm it up. That’s the only way to come out of that hibernation, so to speak. Especially an infant—neonates can’t shiver, so they can’t warm themselves up.”


  Who had been there that night to warm the baby? Spencer Pike, for one... who’d confessed to killing the infant. Why admit to murder—a more serious crime—if instead he’d squirreled the baby away somewhere, alive? It was possible that Cecelia Pike had managed to hide her child in the hours before her death. Maybe Az Thompson had even taken it, and knew more than he was letting on.


  But if that infant had come back to life... where the hell was she now?


  “Hope this helps you find some answers,” Holessandro said.


  “Definitely,” Eli replied. But he could not shake the feeling that he had not yet asked the right question.
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  “We’re good to go,” Ross said, as he handed Ethan a vase filled with popcorn, then flopped into the beach chair beside him. They were sitting on the driveway at midnight, watching a video that his uncle had rigged to project on the white doors of the garage. It was some shoot-’em-up flick, R-rated and so full of dead guys and bullets that Ethan figured his mother would have a cow if she found out, which of course made it all the better.


  “What’s with the vase?” Ethan asked.


  “We ran out of clean bowls.” Ross grinned as the opening credits started to roll. “Is this, or is this not every bit as good as a drive-in?”


  Ethan nodded. “The only thing that’s missing is a girl in the backseat.”


  His uncle choked on a piece of popcorn. “Jesus, Ethan. Aren’t you a little young to be thinking about that?”


  “Well, that depends. On account of most guys get into that stuff when they’re fourteen or fifteen, and I’ll be dead by then.”


  Ross turned, so that the movie played over his cheek and brow, distorting his face. “Ethan, you don’t know that for sure.”


  “That guys have sex when they’re fourteen?” Ethan said, deliberately misunderstanding. “How old were you when you had sex for the first time?”


  “I wasn’t nine and a half.”


  “What’s it like?”


  On the screen, two cops were shooting at a bad guy in a convertible. The convertible rolled on an embankment and burst into flames. Ethan knew that the stuntman who’d done that scene had gotten out of the fire and walked away in his flame-retardant suit, perfectly okay. People died all the time in movies and then got right back up and did it again, like it was some kind of joke.


  He could see that his uncle was trying to edit whatever he had decided to say, but he also knew that Ross would tell him the truth. Unlike his mother, who only wanted to keep him a kid as long as possible, Uncle Ross understood exactly how much you needed to cram into the measure of a life before you checked out. “It’s pretty amazing,” Ross answered. “It feels like coming home.”


  Somehow, that description just didn’t do it for Ethan. He thought he might hear words like round and wet and burst, dialogue from the Playboy Channel that came through the speakers on the TV even though the picture was scrambled. He wondered if his mother, in Canada, was doing things that were round and wet and bursting with that guy Eli, who made her glow every time he came over. That detective was all she thought of these days. He remembered how he had been talking to her while she was making pancakes a few nights ago, about this wicked cool pogo stick he’d seen advertised on TV that not only counted how many times you jumped but egged you on and called you by your name. “It sounds great,” his mother had said.


  “Maybe I could get it for my birthday,” Ethan suggested, and she had turned to him, all confused.


  “Get what?”


  “The pogo stick?”


  “What pogo stick?” she’d asked, and then she’d shook her head and flipped the pancakes again, when they were already done cooking anyway.


  Uncle Ross still seemed to be coming up with his explanation. “I think when you sleep with someone, you take a part of her with you. Not just the physical stuff—cells and all that. But part of what makes her her.”


  Everyone had someone, Ethan thought. Everyone but him. “Maybe I could just kiss a girl, so that every now and then she’d think of me. You know, Oh, that was the kid I kissed who had that disease and died.”


  “Ethan, you’re not—”


  “Uncle Ross,” he said wearily. “Don’t you lie to me too.”


  Most of the time, the truth that he was going to die sat in his stomach like something that would not digest—a stone, a ball of wire. He understood that he’d drawn the short end of the stick genetically, that an early death was not an option, but a fact. He did not want to find Jesus, or make out a will, or do any of the things people did when they knew they were going to pass away. He just wanted to live.


  In the movie, someone got his arm cut off with a chain saw.


  Ethan reached for his uncle’s hand. He pushed up the sleeve of his sweater, to the spot where a scar swam beneath the surface of his wrist. “Why?” he whispered.


  “The difference between us is that you’re a hero, Ethan, and I’m a coward.” Ross pulled his arm away and rolled down the sleeve. “I will personally make sure you kiss a girl before you die, if I have to hire one,” he said, and he wasn’t joking, and that made Ethan feel like crying.


  There was a hail of bullets on the soundtrack. Ethan sifted his fingers through the popcorn, which rustled like autumn. “Do you feel like you want to die right now?” he asked.


  Ross shook his head. “No.”


  “Me neither,” Ethan said, and he turned his face up to the screen.
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  Eli had always been the kind of cop who couldn’t sleep well while a case was still at loose ends. Add to this a healthy dose of sexual frustration, and it was no wonder that he found himself walking around the edge of the parking lot of the motel shortly after a rainstorm at midnight. Watson lay just beyond an empty spot, his head on his paws, his eyes following Eli as he paced on the muddy ground.


  Shelby was asleep. At least, he figured she was asleep. She’d kissed him good night so thoroughly he could still feel the imprint of her breasts and hips against him, hours later. Then she’d closed the motel room door in his face. It was a punishment of sorts, he was sure, a look at what he was missing by virtue of taking it slow.


  He wondered what she slept in. Silky nightgowns? Flannel pajamas?


  Nothing?


  Why was he taking it slow, anyway? She’d all but told him flat out that she was interested, and ready. If he went inside and knocked on her door, she might answer it wearing only a sheet. Eli had no doubt that if anything could get his mind off this murder case, it was making love to Shelby Wakeman.


  But the last woman he’d felt so much for in so little time had been his wife. He’d married her within months of their first meeting, certain that her love for him ran as deep as a trench in the Atlantic, too. And she had left him for another guy.


  Eli wasn’t going to let that happen to him again. And the easiest way to keep from getting burned was to keep a safe distance from anything that looked like a potential fire.


  “Milk.”


  Eli turned to find Shelby standing a few feet away in a tank top and a pair of drawstring pants printed with cherries. She came closer, barefoot, on the wet earth. The sight of her narrow feet alone made Eli start to sweat. “What?”


  “Milk. Warm. It’d do the trick.” She smiled at him. “You can’t sleep, right?”


  She didn’t know the half of it.


  “It’s what I do when my biorhythms are all screwed up—you know, from being awake during the night with Ethan, and then having to go to bed in bright daylight.”


  Eli heard nothing in that sentence except the words “go to bed.” He nodded at her and wondered if his whole hand would be able to span the flat plane between her hips. Her tank top rode up in the front, exposing the thinnest line of skin, and Eli felt himself stop breathing.


  Hypoxia, he thought.


  Eli stared down at the ground, fighting for composure. One of Shelby’s footprints, delicate and full-bottomed, had landed by chance right across one of his—bigger, broader. It was the most erotic thing he’d ever seen.


  Jesus, he was a basket case.


  The hell with it, Eli thought, moving across the muddy stretch toward her. He could have her in bed in less than three minutes, and he’d deal with the consequences later. He stepped over Watson, over the double footprint that had gotten him hot and bothered in the first place—and he stopped short.


  Double footprints, like the ones that had been photographed at the crime scene after Cecelia Pike’s murder. The first time Eli had noticed that, he’d used it to blow holes in the theory that Gray Wolf had been there to hang Cecelia. It stood to reason, too, that if Cissy had been abducted from her bedroom after childbirth, she would not have been wearing boots to leave a tread behind. She, like Shelby, would have come right from bed.


  Pike’s shoes had been predominant... after all, he’d cut the body down. But there had been one print where the woman’s sole had been stamped down on top of the man’s, like the footprints that he and Shelby had just made—the woman’s smaller foot superimposed across the man’s larger one, the step made after the man had made his.


  Dead women don’t walk away.


  “I know where to find the baby,” Eli said.
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  Ross believed in past lives. Moreover, he believed that the person you fell in love with in each life was the same person you fell in love with in the life before, and the one before that. Sometimes, you might miss her—she’d be reborn in the post–World War I generation, and you wouldn’t come back until the fifties. Sometimes, your paths would cross and you wouldn’t recognize each other. Get it right—that is: fall madly, truly, deeply—and perhaps there’d be an eternity carved out solely for the two of you.


  What if Lia Pike had been the one for Ross? If she’d been killed before she could find him, and then had come back as Aimee... only to die accidentally after falling in love with him? What if she was haunting him now because there was no other way to connect?


  What if the reason he thought about killing himself so much was not depression, or chemical imbalance, or borderline personality disorder, or the dozen other labels shrinks had slapped on him... but only a means of ending this life so that he could start another one with the woman he was supposed to be with?


  He stared down at the obituary in his hand, the one that Az Thompson had given him days ago. By now, Lia’s body was where it belonged. The rest of her, though, was waiting for him. She’d even said so, with his initials.


  “Ross!”


  Shelby’s voice rose like smoke from downstairs. He folded the picture of Lia again and tucked it into his pocket, then came into the living room to find Eli Rochert and his sister beaming, that behemoth dog between them.


  “Where’s Ethan?” Shelby asked.


  Ross looked at the clock. He didn’t wear a watch—why bother, when he couldn’t seem to speed up his time on earth anyway—and hadn’t really noticed that nearly all the night had passed. “I guess he’s still skating out back.”


  “I’ll check.” Shelby started through the kitchen, then turned to Eli. “Go ahead. Tell him.”


  “Tell me what?” Ross said.


  Eli sank onto the couch and spilled a mess of papers on the cushion beside him. “Pike smothers the infant, or at least he thinks he does. He leaves it in the icehouse while he breaks the news to his wife. It autoresuscitates—”


  “It what?”


  “Just trust me on this. It starts breathing again, but then it sort of goes into standby mode since its body is so cold. It looks dead, but it’s not.”


  Ross sank down. “Okay,” he said, listening more closely.


  “Cecelia Pike wants to see her newborn’s body. She breaks out of the bedroom he’s locked her in, and finds the baby in the icehouse, where it’s cold and blue and looking pretty damn dead. She picks it up and cries over it... which is how Pike finds her. He goes off the deep end—here she is mourning for what he thinks is her lover’s child—and hangs her. But the baby’s not dead.” He tosses a photograph at Ross, a grainy study of footprints. “Someone walked on that sawdust after Pike did, someone who was wearing boots that were awfully similar to the ones taken off Cecelia Pike’s feet—a girl named Ruby.”


  “Ruby?”


  “Yeah. She was the housekeeper, some kid who lived with them. When I met with Duley Wiggs, that old cop, he mentioned it—although I didn’t realize it at the time. Said that Pike wasn’t up for a big funeral celebration at his house, with his girl gone. I thought he was talking about Cissy... but now I realize he meant the hired help.”


  “Why hasn’t anyone mentioned her?”


  “Because she was a servant, and servants are supposed to be invisible. And because she disappeared that night. Pike wouldn’t tell me about her, because she probably knows that he killed his wife.”


  “So if Ruby took the baby and disappeared that night—”


  “The baby might still be alive. In her seventies, and about to inherit a nice tract of land,” Eli finished. “Plus, Ruby might be able to fill in the blanks. I did a little digging on the Internet. A woman named Ruby Weber was born in the Northeast Kingdom, moved to Comtosook with her family in 1925, and disappeared from Vermont records in 1932. Now she lives at 45 Thistlehill Lane in Gaithersburg, Maryland.”


  Ross could not seem to force the woman’s name out of his throat. Ruby Weber. RW. Lia had not been trying to tell everyone gathered at her grave that she loved him. She had only been pointing Eli and the others in the right direction.
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  When Meredith had been about Lucy’s age, her dog had been run over by a truck. Her mother had taken Blue to the vet to be put down, and instead of crying, Meredith had thrown herself into the art of prestidigitation. She made quarters vanish, red rubber balls slip out of sight, small paper bouquets of flowers disappear—before retrieving them magically from her ears, the cookie jar, the silverware drawer. She put on these shows for Ruby, who saw right through her. “Honey,” she had said to Meredith, “there are some things you just can’t bring back, no matter what.”


  Years later, Meredith knew she was lucky to have reached the age of thirty-five and still have her grandmother around. After all, she had experienced firsthand her mother’s premature demise, and she knew how loss could eat away at you like a termite, tiny and insidious until your heart was nothing but dust.


  She thought of death like the seam of a hem: each time you lost someone close, it unraveled a little. You could still go along with your life, but you’d forever be tripping over something you previously took for granted. If Ruby passed away, there would be no one but Meredith and Lucy. There had never been aunts and uncles and cousins; no family reunion or gala Christmas dinner. They had had each other, which had been enough.


  “You are not allowed to die,” Meredith said, matter-of-fact. She squeezed her grandmother’s hand. “You are not allowed to die until I say so.”


  She nearly jumped out of her seat as Ruby squeezed right back. Looking down, she saw her grandmother’s open eyes—and even better, the yellow heat of recognition in them. “Meredith,” Ruby answered, her voice faint and thready, “who said anything about dying?”
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  After Eli left and Ethan went to bed, Ross holed himself up in his room. Shelby knocked on the door to bring him some food, which he turned away. She tried an hour later, hoping to just sit and talk, but he came to the door in his underwear, and said he really didn’t feel up to company.


  She hated herself for doing it, but when there was no sound of movement from inside the room, Shelby jimmied the lock, checked Ross to make sure he was only asleep, and slipped his razor into her pocket.


  She slept fitfully that night, dreaming in black-and-white about walking on a ground so hot it burned the soles of her feet. When she woke up, it was nine in the morning, she had a skull-splitting headache, and someone was playing a radio too loud.


  Determined, she stomped down the hall toward Ethan’s room first, certain that he was to blame. But he was fast asleep, curled under the blankets and completely oblivious to the racket that was coming from down the hall. Shelby moved along to Ross’s room, and knocked on the door. “Ross,” she yelled, “turn that thing down!”


  But the music did not stop. She pushed on the door, and found it unlocked. The radio blared on, a preset alarm.


  The bed was made, the dresser clear, and Ross’s small duffel missing.


  On the pillow was a piece of paper.


  Shel, she read, I’m sorry for leaving this way. But then, if I ever did do something right, I wouldn’t be the brother you know.


  A scream rolled inside her. Ross had just left her a suicide note.


  [image: images]


  Ross sat in his car, looking at the neat line of Japanese maples and listening to the language of birds and thinking that it was fitting for everything to come to an end at a spot like this. He took a deep breath, aware that what he was about to do would change the lives of many people other than himself. But then, how couldn’t he do it?


  He’d driven around Comtosook for a few hours, until he’d come to a decision and had gotten everything he needed to make it happen. He could say he was doing this for Lia, but it wouldn’t be the truth. Ross was doing it for himself, to prove that there was something—at last—at which he could succeed.


  He reached along the passenger seat, picked up the piece of paper that had Ruby Weber’s address scrawled across it, and then got out of the car.


  The mailbox said WEBER/OLIVER, and Ross found himself wondering if this woman might have a male companion, or for that matter, a female one. He walked up the brick path to the front door and rang the bell.


  “They’re not home.”


  Ross turned to see a neighbor watering the adjacent lawn with a sprinkler. “Do you know where they went?” he asked. “I’m sort of dropping in unannounced...”


  “Are you family?”


  Ross thought of Lia. “Yes.”


  The neighbor came closer. “I don’t know how to tell you this,” she said sympathetically, “but Ruby’s in the hospital.”
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  Ross wandered the hospital’s administrative floors until he reached an office that had a secretary absent on a coffee break and a doctor’s extra lab coat hanging on a coat hook just inside the door. Costumed, he moved with purpose to the cardiac care unit and asked for Ruby Weber’s chart, which he scrutinized for a few minutes, memorizing her age, her condition, and the room into which she’d been put. When he got there, however, a woman was sitting with Ruby on the edge of the bed.


  Not wishing for an audience, Ross busied himself in the hallway until the woman left the room, holding a little girl by the hand. As they headed away from him, Ross slipped inside. “Mrs. Weber,” he said, “I’d like to talk to you.”


  She had battleship-gray hair and eyes as blue as the center of a flame. Her skin, so finely wrinkled, reminded Ross of rice paper. “Well, that would be a novelty. Being that all your friends seem to want to poke and prod me and take my blood.”


  Ross tugged his arms from the sleeves of his coat, folded it, and set it on a chair. “That’s because I’m not a doctor.”


  He watched her face as she struggled with the decision to push the nurse’s call button and have him evicted... or to simply hear him out. After a very long moment, Ruby hiked herself up on her pillows. “Are you a patient? You look like you’re in pain.”


  “I am.”


  “What hurts?”


  Ross thought about how to answer this. “Everything.” He took a step forward. “I want to talk to you about 1932.”


  “I knew it was coming,” she murmured. “That heart attack was the warning.”


  “You were there. You know what happened to Lia.”


  She turned her head in profile, and Ross was struck by how noble she looked. This woman, whose ancestors had been prominently featured in one of Spencer Pike’s degenerate family genealogies, could have been the prototype for a queen, the face on the bow of a ship, the figurehead on a golden coin. “There are some things that shouldn’t be talked about,” Ruby said.


  Well, he couldn’t be blamed for trying. With a sigh, Ross picked up the borrowed lab coat and started to walk away.


  “Then there are some things that shouldn’t have been kept secret in the first place.” She looked at Ross. “Who wants to know?”


  He thought about explaining the development, and the Abenaki protest, and Eli’s investigation. But in the end, he simply said, “Me.”


  “I worked for Spencer Pike. I was fourteen. Cissy Pike was only eighteen, you know—her husband, he was eight years older than she was. That night they’d fought, and she started in having her baby, even though it was three weeks early. Tiniest little girl you ever saw. When the baby died, Miz Pike went a little crazy. Her husband locked her in her room, and I was so scared I just picked up what I could and left.” She pleated the blanket between her hands. “I heard afterward that she had been killed that night.”


  “Did you see her body?” Ross pressed. “Did you see the baby’s?”


  Ruby opened and closed her mouth, as if trying to reshape her words. Color rose to her face, and one of the monitors began to beep more fervently.


  The door swung open. “Granny? What’s that noise? Are you all right?”


  Ross turned, an explanation on his lips. And found himself staring into the face of Lia Beaumont Pike.


  ELEVEN


  “Who the hell are you?” Lia said to Ross, or not-Lia, or whoever she was. She didn’t wait for an answer, though, before she stuck her head back out of the door and screamed for a nurse. Suddenly the room was crowded with hospital personnel, jockeying for position in front of Ruby’s bed and assuring themselves that she was not going into cardiac arrest again. Lia turned her attention to the medical team, soaking up their technical jargon like a sponge. She stood rigidly until the monitor began to sway to its simple rhythm again, the crisis passed. Only then did she let her shoulders relax, her hands loosen from fists.


  Ross slid out of the room, unnoticed. It wasn’t Lia. He knew this, because she didn’t recognize him. There were subtler differences too—this woman’s hair was longer, and curlier, more honey-colored than wheat. She had a little girl with her; there were fine lines of age bracketing her mouth. But those remarkable brown eyes were the same, and the sorrow in them.


  She was too young to be Lia Pike’s daughter. But she was too much of a dead ringer for Lia to be anything but a direct relation.


  The whitewashed nurses and doctors began to file out, a string of pearls. Ross peeked back inside the room. “He’s an old friend,” Ross heard, before the door swung shut and cleaved the conversation in two.


  This much he knew: Ruby Weber was a liar. She was not an old friend of his.


  And she had not left the Pikes without taking that baby.
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  Shelby learned that you cannot put out an APB on someone until they have been lost for twenty-four hours; that there are five major routes out of Burlington by car; that if you leave from the airport, you can get to Chicago, Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, New York City, Boston, Cleveland, or Albany.


  And that 2,100 people are reported missing, daily.


  Her brother being one of them.


  She had not let go of his note, not since finding it five hours ago. The ink now tattooed the palm of her hand like hieroglyphs, a diary of loss. Eli had come at her call, and had promised to personally search every inch of Comtosook, and lean hard on the cops in Burlington. But Shelby knew that if Ross did not want to be found, he would simply make himself invisible.


  Once when they were in high school, a football jock had killed himself by jumping off the edge of a gorge. The news had been all over the papers; guidance counselors had set up shop in the hallways of school; memorials of flowers and teddy bears decorated the site. Ross had wanted to go see where it happened. “Jesus,” he’d said, over the raging water and the broken rocks. “If you’re going to do it that way, you’re pretty sure.”


  “How would you do it?” she had asked, with a morbid curiosity that, now, she could not believe they’d ever discussed. She also could not remember, although she’d tried so hard her head throbbed, how Ross had answered. Would he use pills, or a gun, or a knife? Would he lock himself in an anonymous motel room, jump from a train bridge, do it in his car?


  When Ross had been in the hospital after the last suicide attempt, she had gone to visit him. Since he was doped up on medication, Shelby was certain he did not remember their conversation. “Try living on dry land,” Ross had said, “when you are a fish.”


  The phone rang, and Shelby flew from Ross’s bedroom down the hall to her own. “Shelby?”


  “Eli?” Her heart sank.


  “Has he called you yet?”


  “No.”


  “All right, well... leave the line free for when Ross calls.”


  She loved him, because he’d said when Ross calls, not if. “Okay,” she promised, and she hung up to find Ethan standing in the doorway of her bedroom, looking miserable.


  “I think it’s my fault,” he confessed.


  Shelby patted the bed so that he’d sit beside her. “It’s not, Ethan, believe me. I used to think that I was the one to blame, too, because I wasn’t doing something Ross needed me to do.”


  “No, that’s not what I mean.” His face twisted. “We were talking about it the other night—dying.”


  Shelby turned slowly. “What did he say to you?”


  “That he was a coward.” Ethan worried the seam of the quilt. “I asked him about his scars. Once I made him remember, maybe he couldn’t stop thinking about it.”


  She felt her shoulders relax. “Ethan, you didn’t give Uncle Ross any ideas. They were in his head long before he got here.”


  “Why would he do it?” Ethan exploded. “Why would he even want to die?”


  Shelby thought for a minute. “I don’t think he wants to die. I think it’s that he doesn’t want to live.”


  They sat in silence for a few seconds. “He also said he would bring me a girl.”


  “He what?”


  Ethan blushed. “To kiss. So, you know, I could see what it was like.”


  “Ah. And where was your uncle planning on finding this girl?”


  “I don’t know. Isn’t there someplace you can pay them to do that stuff?” He shrugged. “I guess there’s a chance that he’s off doing that, instead.”


  Shelby thought of Ross walking the theater district in New York City, soliciting whores in heels and snakeskin skirts to come and kiss a nine-year-old boy. It was a frightening image, but not nearly as terrifying as the mental picture of Ross dying alone. “Let’s hope,” she said.
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  For two nights, Ross slept in the backseat of his car, parked in the Wal-Mart lot behind the pools and barbecues. During the days, he haunted the hospital, slipping in to see Ruby whenever her granddaughter—he’d learned that her name was Meredith—was not there. Ross did not press Ruby for information about the Pikes, and Ruby did not volunteer it; in fact, their conversations tiptoed around this by filling in instead all the details they did not yet know: where they lived, what they did, how they’d come to be at this point. Ross discovered that he liked Ruby—she was sharp and outspoken and had memorized the batting average of every player on the Orioles. He knew that they were both getting something out of these daily visits—Ruby was deciding whether or not to trust him with the history she carried like a stone beneath her breastbone, and Ross was meeting the woman who had raised Lia’s baby.


  She would not talk about Lia, or that baby, but she told him about Meredith, a single mother who worked too hard. About Lucy, scared of her own shadow. She laughed when Ross imitated the cardiologist who walked like he had a full diaper. And whenever Ross arrived, Ruby’s face lit up.


  Not unlike Lia’s.


  Meredith left the hospital at three to pick Lucy up at summer camp, and returned at around four-thirty, so Ross timed his visits accordingly. Today, he pushed through the swinging door to find Ruby sitting in a chair by the window.


  “Well, look at you,” Ross said.


  “I was hoping to run a marathon today, but the nurse suggested this instead.”


  “It suits you.” He dropped a small wrapped gift into her lap. “Open it.”


  “You didn’t have to bring me anything,” Ruby demurred. But Ross had brought her a present the last two times he’d seen her—a collection of wild purple loosestrife he’d picked from the side of the highway, a stack of magazines he’d found in someone’s recycling bin. Gifts that she could enjoy... but tell Meredith had come from a friendly candy striper.


  Her hands worked the ribbon on the package until she pulled free a deck of cards. “I used to be quite the poker champion in my day,” Ruby said. “I played it with the other girls who worked at the mill, on our cigarette breaks.”


  “I only just learned. My nephew taught me.”


  She began to shuffle, her knotted hands more nimble than he would have thought. “I’ll be gentle, then. What about the pot?”


  “I didn’t realize you indulged,” Ross joked. “Maybe I can find some for next time.”


  “Spoken like a man who’s afraid to put his money where his mouth is.”


  “The truth is, Ruby,” he admitted, “I have about forty dollars to my name.”


  Ruby didn’t react to this; she just kept ruffling the cards and frowning. “It isn’t five-card stud without a prize. I suppose we could play strip poker, but something tells me I’d have the better end of the deal there.”


  “There’s something else we could play for. Something free.”


  “If you’re thinking of sexual favors, I ought to tell you I’m not that kind of woman.”


  Ross caught her eye. “How about the truth?”


  The air stilled around them. Ruby tapped the deck around and around in a square, aligning the edges. “But then nobody wins,” she replied.


  “Ruby,” he said. “Please.”


  She looked at him for a long time. Then she shuffled the cards. “Ante up.”


  “I’ll give you the answer to one question,” Ross began.


  Ruby nodded in agreement, and dealt them each two cards, one facedown. Ross had a ten of jacks, Ruby a queen of hearts. She raised a brow, waiting for him to make an opening bet. “Two answers,” Ross said.


  “I’ll call.” She dealt two more cards faceup. Ross got a two of clubs, Ruby the queen of diamonds.


  “You’re winning,” Ross said.


  “I told you so.”


  He looked at his hand. “Three questions of your choice.”


  Ruby matched again, and continued to deal, until they each had two more cards—Ross a six and ace of clubs, Ruby a pair of kings.


  With the best hand showing, Ruby made the final bet. “I’ll tell you everything,” she said soberly, and Ross nodded. They flipped over the cards they’d had in the hole. Ross looked at her three of hearts. “Does that beat a two of clubs?”


  “Not by itself,” Ruby said. “But your flush beats my two pair.”


  “Even though you have people with crowns? And mine don’t even go in order?”


  “Even though. Beginner’s luck, I guess.” She reached for his cards, and Ross noticed that her hand was shaking. “So,” she said, looking up at him.


  “So,” he answered softly.


  One of the pumps on her IV began to beep, the Ringer’s solution having run low. A nurse would come in to fix it. And by the time she was finished, Meredith and Lucy would have returned. “I’m being discharged tomorrow morning,” Ruby said.


  “Then I’ll just have to come to your house to collect.”


  “I’ll be expecting you.” He stood up and started for the door as the nurse entered the room. “Ross,” Ruby called. “Thank you for the cards.”


  “My pleasure.”


  “Ross!” He turned, his hand on the panel of the door. “I threw that game,” Ruby said.


  Ross smiled. “I know.”
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  Shelby was dreaming of blood, thick as molasses, flooding a city street, when the telephone woke her. “Aw, damn,” Ross said when she picked up the receiver. “It’s noon and you’re asleep. I’ve been keeping other hours, so I forgot.”


  She sat up instantly, the sheets pooling around her waist. “Ross? Are you all right? I thought you were dead!”


  “I’m not dead. I’m just in Maryland.” Ross seemed genuinely stunned. “What made you think that?”


  “Oh, gee, I don’t know—a whole catena of misinformation, apparently. The suicide note you left me? The fact that you’ve tried to kill yourself before?”


  “That wasn’t a suicide note. It was sort of a quick good-bye.” When Shelby was silent, Ross added, chagrined. “Well, I see your point. Listen, by any chance is Eli there?”


  “Eli is out looking for your body,” Shelby said pointedly.


  “Ah. Maybe you could relay a message. Tell him I found Ruby Weber.”


  It took Shelby a moment to wade through the past three days and place the name. “The house girl? What did she tell you?”


  “Nothing,” Ross admitted. “Yet.”


  “When are you coming back?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Silence stretched between them, the thinnest filament. “But you are coming back?”


  Before he could answer, an operator got onto the line, announcing that Ross had run out of money. “Tell Eli,” he said, just before the line went dead.


  Shelby was left holding the phone. In her bedroom, the sun pushed at the backs of the rolled-down shades, threatening to burst through. Shelby threw back the covers and pulled open the curtains, letting the light spill over her bare feet.


  Her brother had not said he was coming back. But then, he hadn’t said he wasn’t, either.
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  On the doorstep of Ruby’s house, Ross rang the bell and stuck his hands in his pockets, only to find them filled with rose petals. “I know,” he said aloud. “I’m anxious, too.”


  The woman who answered the door was a six-foot Amazon in scrubs with cornrowed hair that reached her behind. “We don’t want any,” she said, and started to slam the door.


  “I’m not selling anything. I’m here to see Ruby. Tell her it’s Ross.”


  “Ms. Weber is asleep now.”


  A voice, from the belly of the house: “No, I’m not!”


  The home health aide narrowed her eyes and then stepped aside to let Ross into the house. She muttered something under her breath in a language Ross didn’t understand, and was certain he didn’t want to. Ross followed her into a living room, where Ruby sat on a couch with a crocheted afghan covering her legs. “Welcome home,” he said.


  “Welcome to my home.” Ruby turned to the health aide. “Tajmalla, could you give us a minute?”


  With a bearing that made him think of African priestesses wearing kente headwraps, she glided from the room. “The agency sent her,” Ruby said, watching her go. “She’s been teaching me Swahili. Gorgeous language. It feels like a river running over your brain.”


  Ross sat down across from Ruby. “Go ahead. Impress me.”


  She concentrated. “Miya... no wait, that’s Liya...”


  Lia?


  “Liya na tabia yako usilaumu wenzako,” Ruby said in a rush.


  “That means hello?”


  “No. It means, ‘Do not blame others for problems you have created yourself.’”


  Ross shook his head. “I think I would have started with “Hi, my name is Ross.’”


  “Actually,” Ruby said, “I asked her to translate that particular sentence.” She reached for the remote control, and turned off the soap opera on the television. “I thought it might help, you know, to have it in my head.” Before I tell you the rest. “You need to explain something first. Why would you want to bring this up, now?”


  Ross thought of Lia, haunting the property; of Shelby unrolling those genealogy charts; of the rose petals that filled his pockets. “Because I need to know what happened to someone I love,” he said.


  Ruby pulled the afghan higher. “He told me to bury the baby.”


  “Spencer Pike?”


  She nodded. “You need to understand, the professor—well, I’ve never met anyone like him, since then. He had a way of talking to you and before you knew it you were nodding right along with him without knowing how you’d even come to agree. I always figured that was what made Cissy Pike marry him.” Ruby looked at Ross. “She made herself a friend, an Indian, and they kept sneaking off to see each other. The professor, he knew something was going on between them. He found the Indian up in her bedroom one day, threw him out, and knocked around Miz Pike... which made her go into labor.”


  “Was the baby born alive?”


  Ruby seemed surprised by the question. “Oh, yes. I’d never attended a birthing before, I was only fourteen. And after all that work, to hear that baby cry...” Her voice trailed off. “Professor Pike took the baby, so his wife could get her rest. I was cleaning up inside when he came back and said that the baby had died. He’d left her in the icehouse, and he wanted me to bury her in an old apple crate before his wife woke up.”


  “Did he tell you how the baby died?”


  Ruby shook her head. “He didn’t tell, and I didn’t ask. I think I knew the answer, already. I went out to the icehouse, and found her there, just like a doll wrapped in her blankets. There was something about putting her in the ground, when she still looked like an angel, that I just couldn’t do. So I put her in the apple crate, but left the lid off. I figured that he could bury that baby himself if he felt a need to.


  “By the time I got inside, he was drinking in his study. I went up to bed. And in the middle of the night I heard a baby crying. I got up and went outside, following that noise.” She shivered. “Sometimes, I still hear it, just before I fall asleep at night. I went out to the icehouse, toward that sound. But when I stepped up onto the porch, I bumped into Cissy Pike’s legs.” Ruby’s voice dropped to a whisper. “She was tied to a rafter, her eyes wide open and bright red... I screamed. I thought that the professor had killed her—and that I was going to be next. I decided to run away, right then and there—and then I heard it again. That cry. The baby I’d seen dead with my own two eyes was just inside the icehouse, in the apple crate, kicking and screaming.”


  “You took her.”


  Ruby glanced up at Ross. “I had made a promise to care for that baby, if anything happened. So I took a roast we’d been saving for a dinner party, and put it in the crate instead, and nailed the lid shut, like Professor Pike wanted me to do in the first place. Then I grabbed the baby and ran.”


  “Where is she now?” Ross asked.


  Ruby glanced away. “The baby was young and sickly. She died on the way to Baltimore.”


  Ross thought of Lia, of Lily, of Meredith. And suddenly he understood why Ruby was lying. “You haven’t told her,” he said quietly.


  Ruby’s eyes met his, in that small cramped space where no words can fit. After years of keeping this secret, big as Atlas’s burden, Ross had come to offer a shoulder. But just because she’d told him did not mean she was going to be willing to tell anyone else.


  Suddenly there was a thunder of footsteps, and the little girl Ross had seen days earlier in her mother’s company rounded the corner. “Granny Ruby, we’re back!”


  A moment later, Meredith stood in the doorway, trailed by Tajmalla. “How are you feeling?” she asked Ruby, before her eyes homed in on Ross. “You.”


  Ross stood up. He would have introduced himself, but again he was struck by this woman’s uncanny resemblance to Lia Pike. He wondered what she would do if he reached out his hand and touched her cheek to make certain she was real.


  “I don’t know who you are, and what business you have with my grandmother,” Meredith said, “but I don’t think—”


  “His name is Ross, dear,” Ruby interrupted. “He’s come to take you out to dinner.”


  “What?” Ross and Meredith spoke at the same time.


  “I’m sure I mentioned it. Last week.”


  “Last week you were in the hospital, talking to people who weren’t in the room.”


  Ruby smiled tightly at her. “Ross is an old friend... of a friend. And I’ve told him so much about you.”


  Ross felt Meredith size him up, and find him sorely lacking. Then she looked at the woman she believed to be her grandmother—a woman who’d almost died—and her eyes softened. Was this Ruby’s way of getting rid of Ross? Of pushing him to tell Meredith the truth? Or was this Ruby’s way of making him understand why she hadn’t?


  Either way, Ross knew, he would go out with this woman in a heartbeat. If only so that he could sit across the table and stare at a face that he could not forget.


  “Will you, um, excuse me?” Meredith said politely, and she turned to Ruby, lowering her voice—but not enough that Ross could not hear. “Ruby, he’s not my type...”


  “Merry, you have to actually date to have a type.” Ruby smiled. “I have Lucy and Tajmalla to keep me company.”


  “Coffee,” Ross heard himself say. “Just a cup.”


  Meredith turned to Ruby again. “When you’re all better again, remind me to kill you,” she murmured, and then she turned to Ross. “Just a cup.”


  She moved stiffly to his side. Ruby stared at Ross, but she had on her poker face. And as he walked with Meredith out of the living room, two strangers who each thought they knew the other better than they truly did, Ross realized that her perfume smelled faintly of roses.
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  The only reason she was doing this, Meredith told herself, was because she didn’t want Ruby getting all worked up again. She watched with distaste as Ross swiped empty coffee cups, cassette cases, and cigarette packs off the passenger seat of his ancient rattletrap and tossed them into the backseat. “Sorry,” he said, and he held the door open for her.


  It smelled of smoke. Meredith watched him walk to the driver’s side. His hair was long—all one length, nearly to his shoulders; he wore a short-sleeved bowling shirt open over a man’s tank-style T-shirt; his jeans had a hole on the left thigh. He looked like the kind of guy you’d find strumming a guitar for tips in a subway hollow, or writing bad poetry in the rear of a rundown café. The kind of guy who scribbled notes to himself on gum wrappers and stuck them in the pocket of his jacket, only to forget what they were about in the first place. The kind of guy who drove taxis while people like her were busy getting their doctorates. The kind of guy she would never have given a second glance.


  The car started right up, a small miracle. “So,” he said, smiling. “Where to?”


  “Somewhere close.” Meredith gave him directions to the first Starbucks that came to mind, and when he turned away she told herself that she had imagined the flash of disappointment in his eyes.


  Those eyes. She’d give him that. They made her think of the sort of pool you’d stumble across in a rain forest, so jewel green and rich that once you fell in, you’d be immediately over your head and unable—unwilling—to drag yourself out.


  He held up a pack of cigarettes. “Do you mind?”


  She did, greatly, but this was his car. She unrolled the window as he lit a cancer stick and drew deeply. It hollowed out his cheekbones even more, casting the planes of his face in stark relief. “Just so you know,” Meredith announced, “I am not in the habit of being fixed up by my grandmother.”


  “Of course not.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  Ross blew a stream of smoke out his window. “That someone like you can get her own dates.”


  In spite of herself, Meredith felt heat rise up from her neck. “Like me,” she repeated, immediately putting up her guard. “How do you know anything about me?”


  “I don’t,” Ross admitted.


  “Then why don’t you just stop making assumptions.” And yet, Meredith thought, hadn’t she been doing the very same thing about him?


  He drove with his right hand, the cigarette in his left. The end glowed like a game-show buzzer, an evil eye. “It’s only that you remind me of someone I used to know. She was just as beautiful as you are.”


  In her lifetime, Meredith could count on one hand the number of times she had been complimented on her looks. Accomplished, intelligent, groundbreaking—those were all adjectives that had often been tethered to her name. But she’d set her physical attributes on a back burner, choosing instead to play up her mental acuity, and the world had followed her lead. Beautiful, she thought again.


  She wondered what had happened to this woman he used to know, if she had died or gotten into a fight with him or walked out of his life. Meredith looked at Ross again across the front seat of the car and this time, instead of seeing a loser, she saw someone who had a story to tell.


  To her great surprise, she wanted to hear it.


  “So?” Ross asked, and she thought maybe he could read minds, too.


  “So what?”


  “So... are we going in?” He glanced out the window, and she realized that they had pulled into the parking lot of Starbucks. He had a dimple in his left cheek when he smiled.


  “Yes. Right.” Ross came around to her side of the car and opened the door for her. They walked into the café to find several people in line in front of them. “Do you know what you’d like?” he asked.


  For the first time in years, Meredith didn’t have a ready answer.
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  Bruno Davidovich had been a pro linebacker, a bouncer, and, in one career aberration, a television chef, before getting into lie detection work. The trick, he’d told Eli, was to never take your eyes off your subject. He kept time with Swiss precision, and always arrived at the exact scheduled hour to perform his tests, which was one reason Eli liked to employ him. The other was that Bruno’s sheer size often scared people into telling the truth.


  “Try to relax,” Bruno said to Spencer Pike, as the old man sat trussed up to the polygraph. Pike had agreed to the test when Eli asked, saying he wanted this over and done with, already. Now two pneumograph tubes were attached to his chest and abdomen, two metal plates hooked onto his ring and index finger, a blood pressure cuff around his thin upper arm. “Is today Wednesday?” Bruno asked.


  Pike rolled his eyes. “Yes.”


  “Is your name Spencer Pike?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you a healthy man?”


  A pause. “No.”


  “Have you ever told a lie?” Bruno asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Have you ever told a lie about something serious?”


  “Yes.”


  “Have you ever lied to get out of trouble?”


  “Yes.”


  Eli listened to Bruno continue through the questions, working his way up to the relevant ones. It was not as if this polygraph test would be used in court, nor was it considered accurate enough to acquit or condemn Pike. But Eli needed to know for his own peace of mind why Spencer Pike seemed to think that he was responsible for the death of a child that hadn’t been killed, yet innocent of the murder of his wife.


  “Was the baby born dead?” Bruno was asking.


  “No.”


  “Did you hold the baby after it was born?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did you kill the baby after it was born?”


  Pike’s breath left his body in a thin stream. “Yes,” he said.


  “Did you have a fight with your wife before the baby was born?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did you fight with your wife after the baby was born?”


  “No.”


  “Did you harm your wife?”


  Pike bowed his head. “Yes.”


  Bruno stared at Pike. “Did you hang your wife?”


  “No,” he answered.


  “Thanks,” Bruno said. He pulled the printout from the polygraph and walked into the hallway, Eli following.


  While Eli waited, Bruno scored the charts. “So?”


  “Look here. When I asked him if he hurt his wife, and he replied affirmatively... that was the control question. Then I asked him if he killed his wife, and his physiological response wasn’t as strong as it was to the previous question.”


  “He didn’t do it,” Eli said softly.


  “Seems that way.” Bruno hesitated. “You want me to scare him up a little bit, see if we get something different?”


  Eli glanced through the door. Pike’s watery eyes were fixed on something outside the window. His hands flexed on the arms of his wheelchair. “No,” Eli said. “He’s done.”
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  It was not until the clerk from behind the Starbucks counter took off his apron and began to swish a mop around the table where Ross and Meredith had settled that she realized they had been sitting there for five hours. “Designer babies are the norm in nature,” she argued. “Look at gorillas, okay? Grayback males are the ones all the ladies go for, because they’ve lived long enough to go gray. So when it comes time to pick your mate, you choose someone who’s going to give your offspring the best chance for longevity.” Meredith felt her brain snapping with the challenge of defending her work, and she knew it wasn’t only because this was her fourth caramel macchiato. “All we’re doing in the lab is making nature run a little more smoothly.”


  “But how big a leap is it from discarding embryos because they carry cystic fibrosis,” Ross countered, “to getting rid of anything that doesn’t have blue eyes?”


  Meredith thought for a moment. “Well, technically, blue eyes are a one-gene defect, so that would be possible. But most traits that parents would consider undesirable involve hundreds of genes acting in tandem. That was where Hitler was categorically wrong. You can’t pinpoint stupidity or frailty or ugliness at one place on the DNA strand.”


  “Not yet,” Ross qualified. “But once you figure that out, it’s only a matter of time before stem cell therapy is used to get rid of those... undesirable traits. And suddenly you’ve got a whole world full of Stepford people.”


  “First off, there’s a difference between curing someone who is already sick, versus engineering someone who can’t get sick. Second, 99.9 percent of the scientists doing this kind of research are in it for the right reasons—not because they’re megalomaniacs set on creating a master race. Third, you can’t criticize me until you talk to a woman whose three babies have died of leukemia, a woman who’s come to beg for a baby that won’t die this time around.” Meredith shook her head. “I have this sign on my office door that says The Last Resort. I put it there because that’s what the parents who meet with me think they’ve come to. And to have those same parents show up with a healthy baby months later—well, no parent should have to suffer through having a sick child.”


  “And who gets to define sick?” Ross swirled a stirrer in his coffee mug. “My nephew has XP. You ever heard of that?”


  “Sure.”


  “He’s just the sort of child PGD would have recommended discarding. But Ethan’s the smartest, sharpest, bravest kid I’ve ever met. And even if he can only be smart and sharp and brave for ten years or thirteen years or thirty, who’s to say that time isn’t better than none at all?”


  “Not me,” Meredith agreed. “That would be up to the parents.”


  “But there are plenty of parents out there who would have gotten rid of Ethan—”


  “—Who was not Ethan at the time,” Meredith argued. “Barely a clot of cells.”


  “Whatever. The point is, parents draw the line at all different places. What if PGD diagnoses a disease that won’t come out until a person’s thirties or forties? Or if it screens a predisposition to heart disease or cancer... which still might never develop in the course of a lifetime? What if you find a way to tell that a child will grow up to be suicidal?” Ross’s gaze slipped away from hers. “Do people have the right to get rid of those embryos too?”


  Meredith raised her brows. “And what if deaf parents used PGD to be able to have a child with the same inherited condition? That would be endorsing a disability.”


  “You can’t tell me that’s what most of your clients do.”


  “No,” she admitted. “But it does happen. And it’s exactly why my job is not evil incarnate. Is it so wrong for a parent to know what her child will be like in advance?”


  “How about when a kid finds out that the circumstances of her birth aren’t what she thought they were?” Ross asked, looking at her carefully.


  “It’s up to the parents to tell her, or not. If things go well, either way, she’s happy... because she’s got parents who love her for the way she turned out.”


  “Love has nothing to do with science,” Ross said. “Love’s not a because, it’s a no matter what.”


  “But why take the chance?” Meredith argued. “Can you honestly say that there’s one thing about yourself you don’t wish could have been changed for the better before you were born?”


  For a moment Ross did not respond. Then he asked, “Have you found the gene for happiness yet?”


  She fell silent, looking at him, wondering about the genesis of an answer like that. The only sound was the quiet swish of the mop, rasping its tongue along the tile floor behind them. Meredith realized, in that moment, what was so different about Ross Wakeman—in the five hours they’d spent in each other’s company, this was the first glimpse into himself that he’d offered. They had talked about Lucy, about Ruby’s health, about Meredith’s career... and not at all about him. Meredith could not recall a single date that hadn’t centered on the man she was with. Ross—well, Ross was doing what she usually did.


  She did not know anything about this man who caused her mind to spin, except that he had a nephew with XP, knew her grandmother, and made the seam of her pulse lose a stitch every time he smiled. “I’m sorry,” Meredith said. “I’ve completely monopolized this conversation.”


  “No. I wanted to know about you.”


  “I want to know about you too,” Meredith admitted.


  “Nothing very interesting, I’m afraid.” Ross took out a pack of cigarettes, lighting up.


  She waved away a cloud of smoke. “Those things will kill you.”


  “I wish.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I can’t die,” Ross admitted.


  In spite of herself, Meredith grinned. “Unless I take out my kryptonite necklace, you mean?”


  “No, really. I’ve been hit by bullets, thrown from a car crash, fried by lightning, and every time I come away without a scratch.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “I’ve got the doctor bills to prove it.”


  Meredith was stunned for a moment. “That’s a pretty remarkable gift.”


  “Not when you want to save someone other than yourself,” Ross said.


  “Your nephew.”


  “Among other people.”


  She leaned forward, drawn by the flicker of pain at the back of his eyes. “The person you said I look like?”


  He didn’t answer—he didn’t seem capable of answering at that point. Meredith wondered what it would feel like to have a man so enamored of her that even after her death, he might still carry a torch. He might look for her face in the faces of others. The Starbucks worker approached their table. “You can’t smoke in here.”


  Ross turned to him. “I guess self-immolation is out of the question, then.”


  The kid blinked. “Dude, whatever perverted stuff you do on your own time is your own business.”


  Meredith covered her laugh with a cough. “Maybe we ought to go.” She hesitated. “I’ve really enjoyed being with you. I think the last time I told that to a guy and meant it, I was making mud pies in the nursery school sandbox.”


  “And you didn’t even get your hands dirty tonight.”


  “Imagine.” Meredith looked up at him shyly. “Are you in town for a while? Maybe we could, you know, get together. For a whole meal this time. Or just the appetizer, if you want to work up to that.”


  “I can’t.”


  Immediately her eyes flew to his left hand. Bare. “You’re gay,” she said.


  “It’s not that.”


  The old reflex kicked in—she had been at this juncture of an evening before, where she was found unattractive or lacking in some other way. Meredith felt herself separating by degrees. “Yes. Right.” She briskly held out her hand. “Well, it was very nice to meet you.”


  He took her hand with reverence, turning it over between his own for a long moment, as if she were made of the finest crystal instead of ordinary flesh and blood. “Meredith,” Ross said quietly, “I like you. I like you a lot. But there’s someone else.”


  The woman, the one Meredith looked like. She ducked her head. “I’m sorry,” she muttered. “I didn’t realize you two were still—”


  She felt something being pressed into her hand. A newspaper clipping, yellowed and faded, but it was still possible to see the face of the woman in the center. A face that was a mirror of Meredith’s. Lia Beaumont Pike, said the caption. 1914–1932.


  “This was your biological grandmother,” Ross said. “And I’m in love with her.”
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  It was a war, Ross realized, and Meredith was losing. She stood with her arms crossed tight, her back straight, her eyes the color of anger. Ross and Ruby, on the couch, took turns fielding her outrage and tossing it back, in the hopes that she would start to believe what they were trying to say.


  “When I told your mother that she was not my child, not even named Luxe, but really Lily Pike,” Ruby said, “she had a heart attack and died. Can you blame me for not wanting to bring it up again?”


  “Yes!” Meredith exploded. “You don’t hide something like that from a person!”


  “You do if it saves their life,” Ross pointed out.


  She turned to him, lashing out like a wounded bear. “Explain something to me. How could you possibly have known a woman who died before you were born?”


  “I met her at work.”


  “Work. What do you do for a living, raise the dead?”


  Ross exchanged a glance with Ruby. “I don’t raise them. I just sort of find them.”


  “Great. You hunt for ghosts, when you’re not getting hit by lightning and managing to stay alive. Ruby, I don’t know how this guy walked in and convinced you the way he did, but he’s crazy. Wacko. I think—-”


  “I think you’d better listen to him, Meredith,” Ruby interrupted. “He’s telling you the truth.”


  “The truth. So now you believe in ghosts, too? Fine, then. Conjure this grandmother of mine. If she floats in here and tells me the same thing, I’ll believe you.”


  “It doesn’t work that way,” Ross explained.


  “How convenient.”


  The corners of Ruby’s mouth turned down. “Don’t shoot the messenger.”


  “Then what would you like me to do? Thank him for coming here to tell me my entire life has been a lie?”


  “It hasn’t been a lie,” Ross said. “It just... hasn’t been what you thought it was.” He walked toward Meredith. “You are the direct descendant of Lia Pike. And that means you own a really nice piece of real estate in Comtosook, Vermont.”


  He wished he could tell her that from this property, you could see mountains so green it made your eyes hurt, and that the air smelled cleaner than anything you could ever imagine. He wished he could show her the spot where he’d fallen in love with Lia.


  “I don’t need real estate in Vermont,” Meredith said.


  “Well, there are a boatload of Abenaki Indians who do, who’ve been fighting to keep the land from being developed.”


  “That’s not my problem.”


  “No, but if you own the land, you get to decide what’s done with it.”


  “Ah, see, now we’re getting somewhere. You’re an Indian-rights activist.”


  “I’m—”


  “And naturally, if you can convince me I’m part Abenaki, I’m supposed to side with my relatives. Am I the only person here who can see what’s right in front of her eyes? Look at me.” Meredith yanked her hair out of its neat bun. “I’m blond. I’m pale. Do I look like I have even a drop of Native American blood in me?”


  “No, but neither did Lia. Listen, you’re a scientist,” Ross argued. “Your great-grandfather, Az Thompson, is still alive. Let us run a DNA test to prove it to you.”


  “And then what?”


  Ross looked at Ruby, and then back. “Then it’s up to you.”


  Meredith narrowed her eyes. “What do you get out of this, exactly? Some kickback from the Abenaki? A book deal?”


  “Nothing.” Ross glanced at the table, at Lia’s obituary. “I just want to help her.”


  Suddenly he was aware of small hands pushing at his knee, moving him out of the way. Lucy—Meredith’s little girl, who was supposed to be asleep—had been eavesdropping. “Lucy!” Ruby said. “What are you doing up?”


  “Go back to your room,” Meredith ordered.


  But Lucy pointed to Lia’s moon eyes, to the white bow of her cheek. “She lost her baby.”


  He felt everything inside him freeze.


  “Lucy.” Meredith squatted down. “I don’t know how much you overheard, but—”


  “Let her talk,” Ross murmured.


  “She tells me every time.” Lucy hesitated. “She told me you were coming.”


  Ross’s voice was tight, stretched, like the flight of a bird. “Who?”


  “That lady,” Lucy said, pointing to Lia’s photograph. “She’s the one I see in the middle of the night.”


  [image: images]


  Eli hadn’t realized what a pit he lived in until he saw it through Shelby’s eyes. “It’s not much,” he’d warned, throwing open the door, and looking with dismay at the scarred wooden floors and the dormitory-quality couch, hiding its shabbiness under a floral sheet that had seen better days itself. A stack of dishes waited in the sink, as it had for the past week; a pile of mismatched shoes walked over themselves at the side of the door. “I, uh, didn’t know you were coming,” Eli apologized.


  “Wow!” Ethan pushed past them. “Can I have a place like this one day?” Without waiting for an answer, he followed Watson upstairs, and suddenly there was a squeal of delight.


  Eli glanced at the ceiling. “He must have found the shooting range.”


  “You have a shooting range?”


  “Kidding,” Eli said. “But I do have a PS2.”


  “Aha. Is Watson addicted to Gran Turismo?”


  “Of course not. He doesn’t have a thumb to work the joystick.” Eli led her into the kitchen, setting down the bag of groceries with which, Shelby had promised, she would make him a culinary feast.


  So what if it was three in the morning?


  Shelby immediately began to bustle around his knot of a kitchen, setting vegetables in the sink to be washed and organizing the rest of the groceries for refrigeration or oven cooking. Now that her brother had called to say he wasn’t lying in a ditch somewhere, she was a different person. She’d explained how she’d once interrupted Ross in the middle of a suicide attempt—a facet of his personality that had come as a surprise to Eli. Sure, the guy was a little gloomy, but he hadn’t seen him on the verge of taking his own life. Or maybe he hadn’t wanted to see him that way.


  So Ross was off in Maryland looking for Ruby Weber, and Eli was having dinner cooked for him by a beautiful woman. All in all, he thought he was getting the better end of the deal. “You know, we could get a frozen pizza.”


  “But then I wouldn’t be able to impress you.”


  “You already have.” Eli suddenly remembered how, before his ex-wife had taken everything with her, she’d had a designer into the house, who’d encouraged her to build a room around a certain piece—a rug, a table, a chandelier. He’d thought at the time it was the stupidest advice he’d ever heard, but now Eli understood. He would have happily built a room around Shelby. A house. A life.


  He watched her line up peppers on his sideboard—just the smallest splashes of color, and already his kitchen looked a hundred percent better. She turned, a Styrofoam tray of chicken in her hand. “Let’s put this in the fridge,” she said, in the instant before Eli leaped up and flattened himself against the door.


  “All right,” Shelby said slowly. “You’d rather get salmonella?”


  “No.” Eli reached behind his back and plucked a photo from beneath its magnet. Then he stepped away and opened the refrigerator door.


  By then, though, Shelby could have cared less about the chicken. “What’s that?” she asked, pointing at the picture in his palm.


  “Nothing.”


  “Nothing, nothing? Or nothing, like an old girlfriend?” In a move that any police academy instructor would have found impressive, she stuffed the chicken into his hand, extricated the photograph, and screamed.


  Eli took it from her and tried very hard not to say I told you so.


  “I hope that’s not an old girlfriend,” Shelby said weakly.


  He glanced down at the shot of Cecelia Pike hanging from a beam on the icehouse porch. Her face was aubergine, her tongue protruding, her eyes bloodshot and bugged. “Sorry,” Eli murmured. “Like I said, I wasn’t expecting you.”


  “Because then you would have taken the cadaver photos off the fridge? Good lord, Eli, what is that doing up there in the first place?”


  “To make me remember. I do it every time I’m thick in the middle of a case.”


  Ethan flew into the kitchen. “You know what Eli’s got?”


  “A twisted work ethic?” Shelby said.


  “No, a PlayStation.” He turned to Eli. “I would totally kill for one of those.”


  “Knock yourself out,” Eli said, and Ethan left as swiftly as he’d arrived.


  Shelby had taken to slicing mushrooms. Eli sat down, watching the way the muscles shifted beneath her thin T-shirt as she cut and diced. “Is that really what happens to you when you hang yourself?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Then I guess I should feel grateful with Ross, there was only all that blood.” She looked up for a second. “No, actually, I’m not grateful about any of it.”


  “First rule of being a homicide detective: Death isn’t pretty. Ever.”


  He watched her hand still over the cutting board, and realized that he’d put his foot in his mouth. “Shelby—”


  “How come when we really, really want something, we say we’d kill for it, or we’d die to have it?


  “I suppose because it’s the ultimate tradeoff.”


  Shelby began to mix the ingredients for a salad dressing. “It is. Tropologically. As in: I’d die to keep my son alive.”


  Not sure what to say, Eli looked down at the picture on the countertop. Cecelia Pike had been killed, and somehow or other, her child had been spared. But if it was a murder, he didn’t know who was to blame. The evidence told him it wasn’t Gray Wolf, and his gut told him it wasn’t Spencer Pike. Ruby Weber, if she’d been there that night, wouldn’t have had the strength to hoist Cissy’s noose up over the beam of the icehouse porch. And yet you could see right there on the bottom of the photo, the long crooked mark in the wet sawdust that came from the dragging of something—a heel or a boot?—during a struggle.


  He certainly hoped Ross would come home with his pockets full of missing puzzle pieces.


  “Taste this,” Shelby said, and before he could even shake his mind back to the present she pressed her mouth against his.


  Along with the sweetness, there was something bitter. Tart. Oily.


  Did disappointment have a flavor?


  She drew back. “Wait, don’t tell me. You prefer French.”


  “I don’t like any dressing at all,” Eli said.


  “Huh. I never would have figured you for a salad purist.”


  Eli smiled. He drew her close, so that the confetti of peppers in her soft palms spilled between them and the photograph fluttered to the kitchen floor, forgotten. “Were we talking about salad?” he asked.
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  It was Temezôwas, the time of the Cutter Moon, and that was enough to make Az nervous. A season that was all about things coming to an end... coupled with the milk-blind eye of the full moon—well, it just wasn’t a good time to be laying charges to blast granite at Angel Quarry, is all. No matter that the actual detonation would happen at 5 A.M., when no one else was present... Az patrolled the perimeter, knowing something was bound to go wrong, wondering when it would happen.


  The sky was unsettled tonight, fingers of pink stretching through the stars like a dawn that couldn’t wait. And it was hot—so hot that you could hear the fisher cats singing to each other, and the heads of dandelions bursting into seed. Az turned the corner at the north edge of the quarry, where the majority of the charges had been wedged into drilled cores of the rock. There were bags of ammonium nitrate explosive down there, sticks of dynamite, blasting caps and non-electric priming cord. Delay devices would be run by a computer to detonate the charges in sequence, until seventeen thousand pounds of rock had been moved. This was to be a two-step process—half the quarry would blast at dawn tomorrow, the other half a few days from now, then the miners would go in and harvest the slabs for commercial sale. Az had dreamed of rubble, of smoke, of boils and scars; Armageddon induced by the flip of a switch. He’d gone so far as to tell his boss to wait a week, and the younger man had laughed. “You stick to the night watch, Chief,” he’d said. “And leave the decisions to me.”


  It came as no surprise, then, when Az spotted an intruder. “Hey,” he yelled, but the man kept walking. Az jogged a little—the best he could do, given the condition of his hips—and found himself breathing hard a foot away from Comtosook’s most notorious drunk.


  Abbott Thule had outlived most of the people who’d made a habit out of shaking their heads to find him passed out on the porch of the Gas & Grocery, or on one memorable occasion, sleeping buck naked under the only traffic light on Main Street. He came from a long line of previous drunks, most of whom had not been blessed with an ironclad liver like himself. A mixed-blood Indian, he’d had four wives, two at one time, in a nasty little episode that occurred around 1985. If Abbott had ever held down a job, Az didn’t know about it. “For God’s sake, Abbott, you could have gotten yourself killed.” Az took the octogenarian by the arm and turned him around.


  “I come to talk to you. About some stuff I heard.”


  Az didn’t have time to baby-sit a drunk. “Why don’t you go on down to Winks and see if he’ll give you a cot for the night, henh? I’m supposed to be working here.”


  Abbott stopped walking. “When I was a kid, my mom got put in a hospital. Not the one where your body was sick, but your head. There was a lady, I don’t remember her name, but she came and said that there was something un-Christian about having two kids by two different fathers, and never getting hitched. So they took my mother off, and me and my sister, God rest her soul, we got sent off too, to different reform schools.” He took a deep breath. “The thing is... the thing is, Az, I had myself four lady wives. But I got no kids, and it wasn’t for want of trying, you know? And I wonder...” He looked up, his eyes swimming with tears. “Did they do something to me there I can’t remember?”


  In Abbott’s gaze, Az saw the steel flash of a knife. He felt hands pinning down his thighs; he bit down against the pressure of a hypodermic in his scrotum. Excavating the memory was like field surgery all over again—so much pain, and not nearly enough anesthetic.


  “Abbott.” Az put his hand on the other man’s shoulder. “Let’s get you a cup of coffee.”


  They headed toward the quarry office, where a fresh pot of French roast was dripping. Az had been wrong, after all. This was the disruption he’d felt in the air, the devastation that was coming. Not with the blast of dynamite, but slowly, like those dried dandelions. In small waves, people would remember. In growing numbers, their sorrow would carpet the earth.
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  Meredith knew the moment that Ross’s car crossed the city line into Comtosook, because suddenly the windshield was covered with gypsy moths, their wings beating in unison like a single heart. He swiped the wipers, scattering them, but not before Meredith caught Lucy hiding under her sweatshirt in the backseat.


  Ruby had been left in the able hands of Tajmalla, who took it as a personal affront that Meredith had even hesitated to leave her grandmother—or whatever she was—in the health aide’s care. For the most part, the ride north had been unremarkable, silence punctuated only by traffic updates on the radio.


  Meredith did not speak to Ross. She used all the energy conversation would have taken and built a barrier instead, so that whatever he tossed at her in Vermont would bounce right back off and enable her to return to her home and her job. And like all good walls, with the fortification in place, she was concentrating so much on the enemy that she did not need to remember the moments she’d been a traitor to herself.


  For one night, at that Starbucks, she had watched the smoke of his cigarette curl like the letters of the alphabet and believed it was a secret message. She had smelled vanilla on his skin and grown dizzy. She had drunk from his coffee cup when he’d gone to the bathroom, the spot where his lips had touched, so that when she finally tasted him for real—when, not if—her senses would remember.


  She had made a fool of herself.


  After all of the disastrous dates she’d been on, after all of the professional men she had met and judged to be as intriguing possibilities—it turned out that a guy she would never have noticed made her feel like no one else ever had. At first glance, Ross Wakeman was a nobody. Until you looked again and saw his humor, his charm, his vulnerability.


  And his complete intoxication with another woman, a dead one at that.


  “So,” Meredith said aloud. “This is it?”


  Ross nodded. “Comtosook.”


  As they drove, Meredith began to notice things. The trees, for example, seemed to play a tune like a harp when the wind sang through their branches. Children playing hopscotch hung a fraction of a second too long in midair. And Doubt, in the shape of a hitchhiker, crawled into her lap to ride shotgun.


  They pulled off the main road and headed down a dirt path. But instead of stopping at one of the few houses they passed, Ross drove to the end, a crossroads, and parked the car in front of absolutely nothing. “Where are we?” she asked.


  It was nearly dark by now, the sky looking like the shined skin of an eggplant and the loons coming out to call to their true loves. Meredith followed Ross into the woods.


  She was a scientist, she told herself, and thus naturally curious.


  With Lucy plastered to her side, Meredith stepped over roots and rocks and what seemed to be construction debris. Suddenly the forest opened up into a flat plane with wrecking tape cordoning off a wide, bald spot. “This is where you live?”


  Ross muttered something that sounded like I wish.


  In that instant Meredith realized where she was. “Oh, for God’s sake,” she sighed, and she reached for Lucy’s hand to tug her back to the waiting car.


  She hadn’t gone two steps before Ross spun her around. “You,” he said, his eyes wild, “will stay.”


  Meredith had been wrong before. Until this, until now, she had not understood that Ross Wakeman truly was insane.


  He was also bigger than she was, and stronger, and alone in the dark with her and Lucy. So Meredith folded her arms across her chest and tried to convey bravery. She waited for Casper or Jacob Marley’s ghost or the moment that Ross grasped, like her, that there was nobody here to be seen.


  Lucy’s knees were knocking so hard Meredith could literally hear them. “Ssh,” she soothed. “This is all about nothing.”


  Hearing her, Ross turned slowly. The stark desolation in his eyes made her mouth go dry. What if someone loved her as hard as that? “I... I’m sorry,” she murmured.


  Ross stormed out of the woods along the path they’d entered. Meredith reached for Lucy and followed. She reasoned that this should not have come as a surprise. I’m not Lia, Meredith told herself. I’m not.
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  Shelby was pulling her shirt over her head when all the hairs stood up on the back of her neck. She ran to the window just in time to see the headlights cut off on a car. “Ross,” she whispered, and then she whooped with delight and raced down the stairs still in her pajama bottoms to welcome her brother.


  On the driveway, she threw her arms around him. “Thank God you’re home.”


  He smiled. “I’m going to have to go away more often.”


  Over his shoulder, Shelby noticed a woman getting out of the car. A little girl. “Shel,” Ross said, stepping back, “I want you to meet Lia Pike’s granddaughter.”


  “That remains to be seen,” said the woman, but she held out her hand for Shelby to shake. “Meredith Oliver. And my daughter, Lucy. I’m very sorry to impose on you this late at night...”


  “Oh, no. We’re just getting up,” Shelby replied. “Come on in, and I’ll get you two settled.”


  Ross walked in ahead of them, moving stiffly, like someone with a bum ankle or a bad hip—although Shelby knew it was nothing physical that pained him. She wondered if it was worse to have Ross pining for something he could not have, or to have him find it and realize it was not the panacea he’d imagined.


  “I’m beat,” Ross muttered, and headed up the stairs.


  It was difficult to say who was more stunned at this breach of hospitality, Shelby or Meredith. Recovering, Shelby bent down to Lucy. “My son is out in the backyard, through that door. I think he’s probably a year or two older than you, if you want to go say hi.”


  Lucy cemented herself even closer to Meredith. “Go on,” Meredith urged, peeling her daughter off.


  The girl walked away like she was headed to an execution.


  “Lucy has a hard time in new situations,” Meredith explained.


  Shelby was left with a woman who clearly had about the same level of desire to be there as her child. “Could I, um, interest you in a cup of coffee?” As she poured for both of them, Shelby studied Meredith over the edge of the carafe. Honey-blond hair, chestnut eyes... she looked familiar, although for the life of her, Shelby couldn’t say why.


  Meredith stood in front of the kitchen window, watching her daughter acclimate. Relaxing by degrees, she took a seat. “I take it you believe in ghosts, too?” she asked.


  “I believe in my brother.”


  Chagrined, Meredith looked away. “It’s just that Ross dropped out of nowhere, you understand, to tell me I had to come to Vermont.”


  A flicker of lost opportunity crossed her face. Shelby heard too, how the word Ross slipped off her tongue, like a sweet butterscotch candy passed between a kissing couple. She wondered if Meredith had noticed.


  Shelby pushed a small pitcher of cream and another of sugar cubes toward her. “Sometimes it’s hard to be convinced of something until you see it right before your eyes.”


  “Exactly,” Meredith agreed. “A hundred years ago, no one would have held that something microscopic was responsible for the height or skin color or intelligence of a person—but now look at what we believe.”


  Then maybe a hundred years from now, we will all be able to see ghosts, Shelby thought. But instead she said politely, “Is that what you do? Work with DNA?”


  “No, actually I do PGD. That’s preimp—”


  “I know what it stands for,” Shelby said. “I actually once—”


  She broke off, dropping the spoon she was holding so that it splattered in her coffee. She could see, in her photographic memory, the entry on her calendar, circled in red marker: Dr. Oliver, geneticist. The appointment that had been canceled, because Dr. Oliver had been having an abortion. Her head turned to the window, to the two small figures in the yard. “You didn’t get rid of the baby,” she whispered.


  Meredith tilted her head. “I’m sorry?”


  “Don’t be,” Shelby said, smiling widely, and she topped off Meredith’s cup.
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  Lucy didn’t want to be in this creepy backyard in the middle of the creepy night in this creepy town. Owls seemed to be at cross-corners and the night was a black bowl pressing down on her. Plus, whatever kid that lady had been talking about wasn’t here; Lucy had the whole creepy place to herself.


  She walked around the little yard, trailing her hands over the evidence that a child did exist, somewhere. A baseball bat, leaning against the fence. A Razor scooter folded neatly next to a gardening stool. The garden itself was covered with hawk moths that hovered like fairies over plants that bloomed in the dead of night. Lucy leaned closer to read some of the names on the stakes. Angel’s Trumpet, Moonflower, Aquamarine. Just whispering them made her feel like she was walking underwater.


  She took another step and her foot sent a skateboard flying. Lucy watched it skid across the driveway and crash into a pole with a hanging citronella lantern. A voice crawled inside her head. Hey, she heard. What do you think you’re doing?


  Spirits always talked that way to her, like there were radio speakers in her brain. So when she spun around, her heart racing, Lucy already expected the white face floating in front of her. She swallowed hard. “Are you a ghost?” she asked.


  [image: images]


  What the hell kind of question was that? “Not yet,” Ethan said, and he grabbed his skateboard from the little priss who had invaded his backyard. He proceeded to do the most bitchin’ kickflip he could, just to knock her socks off. Ghost. Like he needed reminding.


  He circled back to her, breathing hard. She was maybe a year younger than he was, with hair in braids and eyes so black with fear he couldn’t see their real color. He could tell she was dying to touch him, to see if her hand would go right through. “Who are you?”


  “Lucy.”


  “And what are you doing in my backyard, Lucy?”


  She shook her head. “Someone told me to come here.”


  Ethan stepped on the back of his board, so that it flew up into his hand. Another totally cool trick. He didn’t get to show off to new people, very much. “You looking for ghosts? Because I know how to find them. My uncle showed me.”


  If anything, that terrified her even more. She opened her mouth to say something, but a strangled sound came out of it. She tapped at her chest and gulped. “Get... in...”


  Ethan froze. “Inside? You want to go inside?”


  “In... haler...”


  He ran off as if flames were spreading on the soles of his feet, and threw open the kitchen door. “She can’t breathe,” Ethan panted.


  A woman moved past him so fast he didn’t even get a chance to see her face. By the time he got into the backyard she was leaning over Lucy, holding a little tube to her mouth. “Relax, Lucy,” the woman said, as Ethan’s mother put her arm around him.


  “Asthma,” she murmured.


  Ethan looked at Lucy’s blue skin. He figured she didn’t appear all that different from one of those ghosts she’d mentioned. “Could she... could she, like, die?”


  “If she doesn’t take her medicine in time. Or get to a doctor.”


  Ethan was floored. Here was a kid, normal by any other standard, who could have croaked just like that. Like him. There were thousands—millions—of normal kids who could step off a curb and get run over by a bus, who could get caught in a river current and not come up again. You just never knew.


  Lucy’s mother fussed over her a little while longer. “Come inside,” she said. “The humidity isn’t doing you any good out here.”


  Lucy followed like a sheep, passing by Ethan. “They find me,” she said, as if their conversation had never been interrupted at all.
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  Az couldn’t take his eyes off her. He found himself gazing at Meredith Oliver as they sat side-by-side on a Windsor bench at the state lab in Montpelier, two strangers with cotton balls in the crooks of their elbows, waiting endless hours for the results of a paternity test. “I’m sorry,” Az said. “It’s rude of me.”


  She opened her mouth like she was going to lace into him—but then shrugged. “It must be as strange for you as it is for me.”


  In many ways. First, she looked so much like Lia it was remarkable. Second, the private business of a paternity test was odd enough, but to be escorted into it by Ross Wakeman and Eli Rochert made it ever more bizarre.


  Meredith seemed to know how he felt. She smiled to put him at ease—she had a dimple, but only in her left cheek, like him. “So,” she joked. “You come here often?”


  “Once or twice a week.” Az grinned back at her, watched her eyes widen as they noticed his dimple, too. “You can’t beat the free juice and Oreos.” They settled back against the bench, a little more comfortable in their skins. “You live in Maryland?” Az asked.


  “Yes. With my daughter.”


  “Daughter.” He spoke the title with reverence; he had not known about yet another descendent.


  “Lucy. She’s eight.”


  “Does she look like you?”


  Meredith shook her head slowly. “She looks like my mother did. Dark hair, dark eyes.”


  Like me, Az thought; and as an invisible wall fell between Meredith and himself, he knew that she was thinking it too.


  “Eli tells me that you’re a doctor there.”


  “Mr. Thompson.” She said his name kindly, but there was a steel in her that reminded him of his Lily’s rebelliousness. “With all due respect, there’s a greater chance than not that we are going to leave here today strangers, just like we came in.”


  “Ms. Oliver, I didn’t know my daughter very well. And I never knew my daughter’s daughter. I would like to hope that—if you turn out to be more than a stranger, after all—you might help me improve my track record.”


  Suddenly Eli and Ross stepped out of the lab, holding a few sheets of paper out of the reach of the researcher who was spitting mad and a few paces behind them. “I really need more than eight hours to do this properly,” he argued.


  “Relax,” Eli said over his shoulder, and he handed the papers to Az.


  For all Az knew, this might have been written in Navajo. The clumps of numbers, hooked together like the pairs on Noah’s Ark, meant nothing to him. “Maybe you better let him read it to us.”


  But Meredith tugged it out of his grasp. “Let me see.”


  “You won’t be able to—”


  “She will, Az. She does this stuff for a living.”


  “Does what?”


  Meredith didn’t look up from the column that her finger was tracing. “Genetic diagnosis. I screen embryos so that clients can have healthier babies.”


  Az remembered how, as a kid, he’d stood raw eggs on end during the autumn equinox, the one moment a year when day and night were of equal measure and time stood still. This felt the same; this was what happened when the past and the present collided. “Just like your grandpa,” he murmured. He turned to Eli. “Does Spencer Pike know?”


  “How could he?” Meredith said. “He’s dead.”


  Az laughed. “I wish. Who told you that?”


  He saw her turn, her eyes flashing fever. Ross and Eli suddenly became fascinated by the pattern of the linoleum floor. And Az realized that the issue was not what Ross had told Meredith, but what he hadn’t.
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  “I haven’t thanked you,” Eli said, “for bringing Meredith here.”


  He and Ross were standing on the steps outside the State Lab, waiting for Meredith to come out of the bathroom, where she’d retreated after finding out the double whammy that Az Thompson was, scientifically, her biological great-grandfather, and that her biological grandfather was still alive. Az being Az, he’d told Ross and Eli to give her some space, and he’d struck off in his old Pacer so that he wouldn’t be late for work at the quarry.


  “I didn’t do it for you,” Ross answered.


  “I know. But all the same.” Eli fanned himself with the DNA report. It was freaking hot out here; he hoped that Meredith Oliver, whoever she was, got her act together shortly. He glanced at Ross, who was crouched on a step drawing a tic-tac-toe grid with a rock. His hair fell into his face, shading his eyes. “I also didn’t thank you for bringing yourself home,” Eli said.


  Ross glanced up. “Did Shelby get you started on that? She’s a drama queen. I mean, there was none of this good-bye cruel world stuff she seemed to read into the note—”


  “I guess it’s easy to make that mistake when you’ve already found your brother attempting suicide once.”


  Ross rocked back, sitting down. He squinted up at Eli. “She told you?”


  “Yeah.” You could argue, Eli knew, that the love between a brother and sister, or mother and child, was a different strain—a lesser strain—than the sexual love between a man and a woman. And you could argue just as surely that it wasn’t. Eli looked at his good blue dress pants, sighed, and sat down on the ground next to Ross. “Do you have any idea how much she worries about you?”


  “I can take care of myself.”


  “Yeah,” Eli said. “That’s exactly what she’s afraid of.” He rested his elbows on his knees. “Look. I see a lot of shit going down, stuff that happens behind closed doors. I see people with problems that no one ought to have. Compared to that, you’ve got a great life ahead of you.”


  “And you know this because you let me look at some autopsy photos with you?”


  “I know that any guy who’s got someone like Shelby waiting for him has no right to be thinking of killing himself.”


  Ross tilted his head. “You love her?”


  Eli nodded. “Yeah. I think so.”


  “If she moved to Burlington, would you move?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “How about if she moved to Seattle?”


  Eli hesitated, and then felt something loosen in his chest. “You know, I would.”


  “How about if she moved somewhere even harder to get to?”


  “Like New Zealand? Yeah,” Eli said. “When someone loves you up one side and down the other like that, you make every effort to stick around.”


  “Well, what if the place she moved to was even harder to get to than New Zealand? A place you couldn’t get to by boat or by plane or even by fucking rocketship? What if she went somewhere and the only way you could follow was to put a bullet through your head or hang yourself from your closet rack or run your car in a closed garage? I did it because I loved someone up one side and down the other like that,” Ross said. “Not in spite of it.”


  He stood suddenly, and in the splash of sunlight Eli was temporarily blinded. “I’m going to see what the hell is keeping her,” Ross muttered, and went inside.


  Eli rested his head on his knees. Trained as a cop, he’d always thought of suicide as an escape—not something you might run toward. He thought of Shelby, and the way she’d stared at the autopsy photo of Lia Pike. Is that what happens when you hang yourself?


  Eli’s mouth went dry. He scrambled to his feet just as Ross burst through the doors. “Meredith,” he said. “She’s gone.”


  [image: images]


  On the bus from Montpelier to Comtosook, Meredith had made up lives for the passengers. The teenager sleeping on the camel-hump of his backpack was a runaway setting off to find adventure in the veins of the mountains along the Appalachian Trail. The old man with a white handlebar mustache and a wrinkled seersucker suit was an alchemist who’d spent years seeing gold in everything his eyes lit upon. The twitchy young mother with an infant in her arms was not a mother at all, but a maid who’d stolen the baby out of her crib, and was spiriting her to Maryland.


  Ruby was not her grandmother; her grandmother had died in 1932. Meredith’s ancestors did not come from Acadia and France; they had been here all along. And her grandfather had not been some boy who’d broken Ruby’s heart and left her pregnant—the lie she’d been told all these years. Her grandfather had been a scientist, studying the way substandard traits passed from generation to generation, and trying to prevent it.


  The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.


  From the bus station in Comtosook, Meredith walked to Shelby’s house. And there, Shelby had told her the truth—from the horrifying results of her grandfather’s eugenics movement to the fact that Spencer Pike was alive, if not well, in a nursing home ten miles away. She gave Meredith all the details that her brother had conveniently left out: Cecelia Pike’s brutal death, Gray Wolf’s disappearance, Az’s confession just a week before. She knew now why the Abenaki were fighting so hard for that ragged piece of land. It was not about ancestry, and it was not about property. It was about trying to get back the essence of something that was irretrievably lost.


  Once, a heartbroken couple had come to Meredith’s office, asking her to help them conceive a daughter. They had three boys, but their baby daughter had died recently of SIDS. They wanted to know, before they went through with a pregnancy, that they’d be getting another little girl.


  Meredith had refused to accept them as patients. Not because she wouldn’t have been able to do what they asked, but because she didn’t think they’d be satisfied with the results. They wanted a replica of the child who had died, and science couldn’t offer that kind of miracle.


  Yet.


  Would her grandfather, in the same circumstance, have taken their case? Science was at the mercy of the people who created it. She was suddenly reminded of her conversation at the Starbucks with Ross. For all the greater good that genetic diagnosis and replacement therapy could do, there was still a line that had to be drawn—one which hadn’t been, yet, by the government or any ethics organization: who got to choose which traits were worth keeping, and which should be eliminated from the human genome? A scientist, of course. But a scientist like Meredith... or one like Spencer Pike?


  She looked down at the directions to the nursing home that Shelby had given her, along with the leave to borrow her car. Left at the light, another right, and she would be there. If Pike was alive, she didn’t understand why Ross and his detective friend hadn’t taken his blood for a paternity test—which, by definition, would have been scientifically simpler. Was it because they had wanted her to meet Az Thompson, whose sacrifice had been far greater than Meredith’s could ever be? Or was it because no one even wanted to lay eyes on a man who’d done as much damage as Spencer Pike?


  The nursing home was stately, an old winged Colonial flanked by oak trees and brick paths. Meredith walked up the stairs and into the lobby. Although the décor was pleasant and sunny, there was a stench in the room that seemed to seep from the cracks between the floor tiles. It was not the smell of death, but regret—sweeter, more pungent. It caught in the folds of Meredith’s clothes, and weeks from now, even after several washings, she would put on this blouse and pair of khakis and breathe it in.


  A nurse wearing a stethoscope with a dinosaur clinging to its thick rubber vein sat at a desk. “Can I help you?”


  “I’m here to see someone.”


  She smiled. “You looked a little young to be checking in. Who is it?”


  “Spencer Pike.”


  The nurse furrowed her brow. “He’s not doing very well today...”


  “I’m... I’m a relative,” Meredith said.


  Nodding, the nurse gave her a pass to clip to her shirt and gave her directions down the hall. Spencer Pike’s room looked no different from anyone else’s—a row of hospital doors with cheery smile stickers pasted around the name of the resident inside. It reminded Meredith of nursery school, and for a moment she was grateful that her mother had not had to go through this regression before sliding into death. She pushed open the door.


  The shades were drawn, the lights off. A respirator rasped somewhere to her left, and all she could see were the most amorphous shapes. Stepping gingerly around the largest one, which must have been the bed, Meredith walked to the other side of the room and opened the curtains just a slit.


  Spencer Pike was frail and hairless, embryonic. A white sheet covering him only emphasized the bones of his spine. She walked toward the bed, expecting to feel resentment or outright hatred or even some sad kinship—but there was absolutely nothing. This man could have been a stranger.


  What made a family wasn’t blood, or genes, or what was passed down through either of them. You only had to look at Meredith and her mother and Ruby to see. You only had to look at Spencer Pike, dying alone, to know.


  He rolled in his morphine sleep, catching his arm on some of the clear tubing that connected to his upper torso and face. He’ll strangle himself, Meredith thought, and immediately on the heels of this: Would that be a bad thing? But she found herself reaching to untangle the lines.


  His hand came up slowly, grabbing her wrist. When Meredith looked down, she realized that he was awake and crying. He tried to speak, but the oxygen feed over his mouth made it impossible to understand what he was trying to say. She hesitated, and then pulled the clear funnel away from his face.


  “I’m sorry,” Spencer Pike said. “I am so sorry.”


  Meredith froze. “It’s all right,” she murmured, attempting to pull away.


  “Don’t go. Please don’t go yet.”


  She swallowed, then nodded. Drawing a chair closer to the bed, she sat down beside her grandfather.


  His breathing grew more erratic, and a wash of pain crossed his face. “Cissy,” Spencer Pike said, “will you wait for me?”


  Cissy. Cecelia. You look like someone I used to know. Meredith had forgotten the obvious—if she truly did look like her deceased grandmother, then this man would be the person most inclined to take notice.


  “Yes, Spencer,” she replied evenly. “For as long as it takes.”


  He lay back after that, falling into an uneasy sleep. Meredith kept her promise. She sat with her grandfather as his lungs rattled and pumped. She sat until the symphony of machines that had been playing a swan song became a single note in her head. She sat until the nurses came to give Spencer Pike his next dose of morphine; until they convinced Meredith that it was all right for her to leave him now, because he’d passed away.
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  Tuck Boorhies was cranky, and deservedly so. He’d been paged from a golf game by Eli, and told to be at the Montpelier lab in an hour and a half. If he didn’t show up, Eli promised to arrive with a warrant for his arrest for the obstruction of justice.


  He was all bluster, Tuck knew that, but something in Eli’s voice—as though he were on the edge of the cliff and about to look over the rim—made him even more curious to know what was up than to find out if he’d finish his game under par. Eli had been pacing at the door when he arrived, and herded Tuck into his photography lab to enlarge another one of those prints from the murder. This one, though, zoomed in on the feet. Tuck had pumped up the contrast on Adobe Photoshop, and damn if there weren’t footprints on the damp sawdust that seemed to match some of the other prints, a woman’s. But even more interesting was the long drag mark through the shavings.


  He looked up from the lab stool where he was sitting, at the ready with an instant camera. “What are we doing again?” he asked Eli, who was rigging a Hefty trash bag to a hook in the ceiling of the borrowed room. Inside the bag was about three-quarters of a pint of water. On the ground was a load of sawdust Eli had secured from the nearest horse barn.


  “According to Wesley Sneap, a human urinary tract system can hold about four hundred millileters of fluid, max,” Eli said.


  “Which is important because...” Tuck raised one eyebrow.


  “Just give me a hand here, will you?” He climbed onto a free stool, motioning to Tuck to shoulder the weight of the water bag while he made a sturdy knot at the hook above. “He said that at the moment of death, there’s a loss of nerve stimulation to the anal and urethral sphincters, causing incontinence.”


  “Good to know.”


  Eli kicked some of the shavings around under the garbage bag, then stepped back to observe. “Okay, Tuck,” he said. “Pop my bladder.”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “My bladder.” Eli pointed overhead.


  Tuck had learned that you didn’t upset guys who got to carry a gun as part of their paycheck. “Whatever,” he murmured, and he pierced the Hefty bag with his pen.


  They both watched the trickle and stream of water, matting down the sawdust. It covered their footprints, blurring the edges. When the bag was empty, the sawdust that had been stained wet beneath it was about the size of a manhole cover. “Shoot that for me, will you, Tuck?” Eli asked, as he walked out the door of the lab.


  Tuck glanced at Eli’s holster, lying on its side on one of the examination tables, and then down at his Polaroid camera. Shrugging, he took a few photos.


  As they rainbowed up, Eli came inside again, hauling a wooden crate. “So?”


  “So it looks like a puddle. What did you expect?”


  Eli took the photograph out of Tuck’s hand and stared at it, then placed it beside the print Tuck had just enlarged. “Is it just me, or do those puddles not match?”


  They didn’t. The darkened spot of wet sawdust in the new Polaroid was nearly twice as small as the one in the black-and-white enhancement. Before Tuck could respond, however, Eli cracked open the wooden crate and grunted as he hoisted out a two-foot by one-foot block of ice. He carried this to the sawdust, tipped it so that it was vertical, and shoved it into the center of the puddle, creating a long, familiar drag mark in the sawdust. Then he pulled up a stool beside Tuck’s, and took a folded New York Times crossword puzzle out of his back pocket.


  “What are you doing?” Tuck asked.


  “Four across.”


  “No.” He waved at the setup in the middle of the room. “Over there.”


  Eli followed his gaze. “I’m waiting,” he replied.
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  Ethan was tying his sneakers when he heard the scream. He ran down the hall, to the room where Lucy and her mother were staying, and pushed open the door.


  She was sitting up on the cot, shaking like crazy. “Lucy?” Ethan said, creeping closer. “You okay?” He looked around the room. Her mother was nowhere to be found. Well, it was only midnight. Maybe she hadn’t gone to bed yet. “Can you breathe?”


  She nodded, and hands relaxed their death grip on the blanket. “Did I wake you?”


  “Nah, I was getting up anyway.” Ethan scuffed his sneaker on the carpet. “Where’s your mom?”


  She looked around, as if just noticing that her mother wasn’t there. “I don’t know. Your mother tucked me in.”


  Ethan grinned. “You see one mother, you’ve seen them all.”


  She smiled, but just a little. Ethan tried to remember what his mom did for him when he had nightmares. “Milk,” he announced. “You want me to get you some?”


  “Why would I want milk?”


  “I don’t know. If you stick it in the microwave it’s supposed to make you go back to sleep. That’s what my mother says if I freak out when I’m sleeping.”


  “I bet you never freak out.”


  “Sure I do. Everyone has nightmares.”


  “What are yours about?”


  “Getting stuck in the sun,” Ethan said flatly. “How about yours?”


  “Ghosts,” Lucy whispered.


  They stood in the still of the house for a moment, which suddenly seemed cavernous. All in all, Ethan knew, it felt better just then to be standing there with someone. “Well, I’m not scared of ghosts.”


  “I’m not scared of the sun,” Lucy answered.
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  He should have told her more. Ross beat himself up mentally once again, certain that he was responsible for Meredith’s disappearance. She’d been gone now for hours, not even putting a call in to make sure Lucy was all right. Maybe she just needed time to think.


  Maybe she didn’t want to think at all.


  He smacked his head lightly against the trunk of the tree on which he was leaning. What he would have liked, now, was five minutes in the past. Five minutes to talk to Meredith Oliver and make her see that he understood what it was like to wake up and realize your life had turned out different from the one you once imagined you’d be living.


  Regret hung from the hem of everyone’s lives, a rip cord reminder that what you want is not always what you get. Look at himself, outliving Aimee. Or Az, trying to find his daughter, only to have her wind up dead. Look at Shelby, with a child who was dying by degrees. Ethan, born into a body nobody deserves. At some time or another, everyone was failed by this world. Disappointment was the one thing humans had in common.


  Taken this way, Ross didn’t feel quite so alone. Trapped in the whirlpool of what might have been, you might not be able to drag yourself out—but you could be saved by someone else who reached in.


  Maybe that was why he’d gone to find Meredith in Maryland.


  Heroes didn’t leap tall buildings or stop bullets with an outstretched hand; they didn’t wear boots and capes. They bled, and they bruised, and their superpowers were as simple as listening, or loving. Heroes were ordinary people who knew that even if their own lives were impossibly knotted, they could untangle someone else’s. And maybe that one act could lead someone to rescue you right back.


  When Ross lifted his face, he was not surprised to find rose petals drifting down from the night sky. He closed his eyes, smiling, but became distracted by the cry of a baby. Maybe it was a bobcat in the hills, or an animal mating. But it came again: thin, wild, more human. Walking into the clearing, he found Meredith crouched down on the ground.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked, and when she stood—her hands and nails dark with dirt—Ross realized that it was not Meredith at all.
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  Who’s calling me? I look up, and around, worried that I have already been found out. But there is no one, only my own suspicion, which seems broad and barrel-armed as these old oaks. I bend down and pull aside more tangles and thicket, looking. Where has he hidden her; where can she be?


  I heard a cry, I know I did. Once, the Klifa Club held a lecture with an African jungle zoologist, someone who had come to meet Spencer. The zoologist said that in nature, mothers know the sounds of their offspring. Put a clot of hippos in a wading pool, and a mama and baby will find each other. Stick a giraffe across a savannah and it will find its way home. The fetus hears a voice in the womb, and comes out able to pick its mother from a host of others.


  My hands are bleeding. I have searched beneath every stone, behind every tree. Then I hear her again, silently calling to me.


  This time all my senses narrow, and I find myself standing, turning, walking toward the icehouse. I push open the door, shuffle through the sawdust. And see her.


  Her eyelashes are as long as my pinky nail. Her cheeks are milky blue.


  Lily. Lily Delacour Pike.


  Even after I put her back inside her crate, I can feel the still weight of her in my arms. There will always be something missing.


  He will never listen to me; he will never understand. The only way to show him what he’s done is to do the same to him. To take away what he wants most in this world.


  There’s one block of ice that’s thinner than the others. I can tip it upright, I can drag it out. I tie the knot around my neck first. Then I balance on this makeshift stepstool, and I fix the other end to the beam. Wait for me, I think, and I jump after my baby.


  It hurts more than I thought, the heaviness of my own life pulling me down along with gravity. My lungs reach the bursting point, the world begins to go black.


  But then she cries. And cries. Through the window of the icehouse, as I turn on this rope like a crystal ornament, I see her tiny fist wave back and forth. She has come back to me, when I am already gone.


  Lily, I scream in my head, and I try to claw at the rope, to pull it free from the beam. But I have done too good a job. Lily. I kick with my feet at the posts, at anything. I scratch but only reach my chest; my arms can’t seem to make it any higher.


  Oh, God, I cannot lose her twice.


  She will hear my voice, even though I cannot speak aloud. She will find me across a savannah; she will swim to me in the deepest pool.


  I make my baby the promise my own father made to me, before he had a chance to know me: I will find you.
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  As she disappeared before his eyes again, Ross realized he had been holding his breath. He let it out in a long, silent rush. Curtis Warburton would have said that what he’d witnessed was a residual haunting, a repetition of a significant event played over and over like a video loop. Curtis would have said that the spirit wasn’t even there, just the energy that it had left behind. However, Ross, who had watched firsthand, knew this was not the case. This had been no imprint, no impression made in time. Lia’s ghost had come back again, trying to find something.


  But she hadn’t been searching for her baby, and she hadn’t been looking for Ross. It was not until after the vision dissipated that he realized why she had returned: on the other side of the clearing, her face striped with shock and disbelief, was Meredith Oliver, who also had seen and heard everything Lia needed to say.


  TWELVE


  For ten minutes, Meredith sat in silence, while the night closed like a fist around her. Her insides had gone to water, and Meredith knew she would not be capable of moving, thinking, breathing anytime soon. She was suddenly aware that this universe—big as it seemed—was still too small to contain possibilities beyond her own imagination.


  Like a ghost.


  Could insanity come on so quickly, like the flu... or a flipped circuit breaker? Her mind could not even process the vision. It was like being told that the sun would not appear in the morning: Meredith’s balance of reality had been tipped over, a skyscraper that turned out to be only a house of cards.


  Yet this had not been smoke and mirrors; this was not some lunatic’s rant. Meredith had seen a ghost with her own eyes. A woman who had vanished just as quickly as she’d come. A woman who looked exactly like her.


  Meredith thought of all the times she had told Lucy there were no such things as ghosts. Everything she had believed was now cast into doubt—if she had been mistaken about this, after all, what else had she gotten wrong? Maybe the sky was not really blue, maybe science did not hold all the answers, maybe she was not happy with her life. She could be certain of only one fact: the world she’d awakened in this morning was very different from the one she was living in now.


  She found herself leaning down to touch the ground, certain that it too might not be as solid as she expected. She shivered again, and felt something being draped over her shoulders. Until that moment, when Ross put his coat around her, she hadn’t truly registered that someone was sitting beside her.


  Turning, she tried to find her voice. “Did that... did that happen?”


  “I think so.” Ross seemed just as shaken as she was. Meredith looked at him carefully. She had not truly believed what he’d told her—about ghost hunting, about her grandmother. People who believed in that sort of thing were a little crazy... yet now she seemed to be standing squarely among their ranks. She tried to remember what other things Ross had said—comments she’d summarily dismissed that she now had to reevaluate.


  “She looked like me,” Meredith stated the obvious.


  “I know.”


  “But... but...” There were no words in this new place.


  She felt Ross’s hand find her own, his long hair brush over her cheek as he leaned close. He was crying. “I know,” he repeated, when what he was really saying was that he didn’t.


  She had not believed in ghosts, but she believed in pain. And she certainly understood what it felt like to be alone, when you didn’t want to be. These emotions were so real that they transcended the impossible, gave her a hook to grab onto. Meredith’s mind spiraled back to the frantic search, the fear, the suicide. “Is that how it happened?” Meredith asked. “Did she... kill herself?”


  “I guess so.” His voice was raw with grief.


  “Isn’t there something we can do?”


  “It already happened,” Ross said. “She’s already gone.”


  The ghost had stared directly at Meredith. And it had been like gazing into a mirror—not just because of the physical resemblance, but because the expression in Lia Pike’s eyes was something that Meredith saw when she looked at herself. Meredith might not have been able to grasp the concept that the line between life and death was drawn in invisible ink, but she understood what it was like to be a mother who wanted nothing more than to protect her child.


  Motherhood was elemental, cellular. You could feel a child inside of you, even after you gave birth; share blood and tissue for that long and you become part of each other. And if that child died—as an embryo, as a newborn, as a thirteen-year-old with XP—a part of you would die too. All Lia had done, after looking into the still face of her baby, was hasten the process.


  “She was following her daughter,” Meredith said.


  Even if she knew that the human body disintegrated to become organic matter, on some level Meredith had hoped that her mother existed in some form, in some place with windows on the world where she could watch over Meredith and Ruby and Lucy. This had been Lia Pike’s hope, too... but she’d never quite gotten there. If she made it to that place, after all these years, would her child even recognize her?


  Meredith turned to Ross. “Do you think in the end they’ll find each other?”


  He didn’t answer; he couldn’t. His face was buried in his hands, and he was sobbing hard. It was a sorrow that sprung as deep and black as a well; a sorrow that Meredith had seen minutes before on Lia Pike’s face when she believed her daughter was truly gone.


  “Ross,” she said, and in that moment she remembered something he had said to her once, something she had discounted that she now knew to be true: You could imagine yourself in love with someone who was not real. With great care she reached out to touch his arm, to let him know that this time, if he were falling, she would hold him upright. But he shook her off, and as he did, twisted his wrist enough for her to see a scar, a lightning bolt where his skin should have been smooth.


  “They’ll find each other,” he said, looking away from her. “They will.”
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  “The baby wasn’t dead,” Eli explained, “but she thought it was, and that was reason enough to hang herself.” He moved around Shelby’s kitchen, helping himself to a glass of water as he relayed what he’d discovered. “She dragged a good-size block of ice through the sawdust and onto the porch, as a stepstool to reach the rafter. But by the time Pike found her in the morning, the ice had melted, and the hanging looked more like a murder than a suicide. After seventy years, I just officially signed off on the case.” He shook his head. “Jesus. We might be a little on the slow side, but never let it be said that the Comtosook detective squad isn’t on the ball.”


  As he passed Shelby at the kitchen table, he touched her shoulder. “And that isn’t even the whole of it,” Eli said, sitting down across from her. “Spencer Pike died last night.”


  He kept talking, but Shelby did not hear a thing. She was concentrating on the way her shoulder felt when Eli’s hand had drifted away, as if there were something missing.


  In that moment a track switched in her mind, and Shelby could no longer imagine a time she had not known Eli Rochert. He had written himself onto every previous page of her life and only now in its edited version did she realize how great the ellipsis had been.


  Oh, shit, she thought, I love him.


  Shelby believed that love was like a solar eclipse—breathtakingly beautiful, absorbing, and capable of rendering you blind. She had not necessarily gone out of her way to avoid a relationship, but she hadn’t wanted one either. It was called falling in love for a reason—because, inevitably, you crashed at the bottom.


  She had been in love before, with her ex-husband—she knew what it was like to have your heart speed up at the sound of a man’s voice on the phone, and to feel the world stop spinning when you kissed. But that relationship—which she’d been so sure of at first—had been doomed, just like every other one she knew. Love meant jumping off a cliff and trusting that a certain person would be there to catch you at the bottom. But for Shelby, that man had run away before she landed. And frankly, she wasn’t so sure she wanted to leap again.


  “... and if you look at it that way... Shelby, hey, are you all right?” Eli squeezed her hand to get her attention, and she flinched. Immediately, he drew away. “What’s wrong?”


  A thousand answers to that question tangled in her mind. “If I were dying, would you give me a kidney?”


  Eli looked nonplussed. “You mean one of mine?”


  “How many others do you have access to?” She stared hard at him. “Well?”


  “I... I... yeah. I would.”


  Groaning, Shelby buried her face in her hands.


  “That wasn’t the right answer?” Eli asked, bewildered.


  She forced herself to meet his gaze. “I want to love you, Eli. But at the same time, I don’t want to. When I’m with you, I don’t think I’ve ever felt anything so right in my life. But if I admit to that, then it’s got nowhere to go but downhill. Look at what love did to my brother. Or to Gray Wolf. Or even to Lia Pike. Or... what’s so funny?”


  Across the table, Eli was grinning from ear to ear. He took her hand again, and this time when she would have pulled away he held her fast. “Love,” he repeated, all that he’d needed to hear. “You said love.”
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  Lucy held the flashlight up to her palm so that it turned red. Ethan, balancing his own flashlight on his knees, could nearly see the tissue and bone. Their secret spot—beneath the plastic tarp that covered the outdoor furniture—was getting smoky, but it was worth it. This was Ethan’s first pact, and he was planning to make the most of it.


  He waved the blade of his Swiss Army knife through the candle flame. “Is it ready?” Lucy asked.


  It turned out that she was less than a year younger than him, but you’d never know it to talk to them both. Lucy jumped if a daddy-longlegs walked within a yard of her, and everyone knew that daddy-longlegs were about as scary as Puff the Magic Dragon. She was so quiet that sometimes Ethan forgot she was sitting right next to him. She couldn’t even stand on his skateboard without falling.


  On the other hand, however, she knew all the interesting body-part words in the dictionary without Ethan having to look them up, and said her mother had been the one to tell her about them. She smelled like sugar cookies. And because she’d been at day camp all summer, she had the most beautiful tan Ethan had ever seen.


  She told Ethan what it felt like to swim out to a dock in a lake, and to fall asleep under the sun so that you woke up hot and dizzy and not sure of what day it was or how you’d gotten there. He told her how the hair stood up on the back of his neck when the ghost had followed his uncle out of that old haunted house. She admitted that sometimes, she hid under her covers to pretend she wasn’t there when the spirits came. He told her how the liquid the dermatologist used to freeze a pre-cancerous growth off his skin actually burned like fire.


  “Come on already, Ethan,” Lucy said. “I’m choking to death.”


  That was another thing—she said things like I’m going to kill you, or I’ll die if you don’t hand over that bag of chips—all the things his mother was so careful not to say to him, just in case he was stupid enough to take it the wrong way.


  “All right.” Ethan held the flashlight over the knife, dropped the flashlight, and then the knife. “Jeez. You hold this.” He handed Lucy the flashlight and wiped off the blade—no need to contract the bubonic plague—before waving it through the candle flame again. When he glanced up, Lucy seemed uncharacteristically pale. “You’re not gonna faint on me, are you?”


  Scowling, she held out her wrist.


  Ethan placed his right alongside hers. “I’ll help you find a ghost before it finds you,” he said.


  She stared into his eyes. “I’ll take you to where the sun comes up.”


  “To courage,” Ethan said, and he slashed the blade fast as a gasp across his wrist and hers. He pressed the open wounds together.


  Lucy sucked in her breath. “To courage.” She wrapped a strip ripped from Ethan’s T-shirt around their arms as they both waited and hoped that bravery might be every bit as binding as blood.
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  Az woke abruptly at the sound of birds. On his cot, he lay still for a moment, trying to pick apart the threads of a junco’s whine from the trill of a whippoorwill and the throaty contralto of the loon. It had been weeks since he’d heard this particular melody. It had stopped the same morning he had told the other Abenaki about the burial ground, and had helped carry a drum to the Pike property, to formally launch a protest.


  He sat up slowly, feeling the creak and snap of each vertebra. Swinging his feet over the side of the cot, he toed off his slippers and put the sole of his foot right down on the packed earth that formed the floor of his tent.


  It was warm, just like it should be in August. Not frozen, as it had been.


  Az pushed back the flap of his tent and stepped outside.


  The world seemed centered now, not off just a few degrees to the point where it would keep spinning just a little more lopsided each day until you could not help but notice. Az snapped a flower off the honeysuckle vine that grew beside his tent and watched the pearl of nectar bead at the base of its horn. He drew it onto his tongue and tasted sugar instead of tears.


  Overhead, a plane cut the sky in two, and it did not fall. Az stood very still but did not feel yesterday pressing at the base of his skull like a hammer. He closed his eyes and knew, instantaneously, which way was true north.


  Az poured water into his immersion heater for his coffee and measured out the grounds. He washed his hands and his face and dressed carefully, because one missed button on a shirt can change your fortune for months at a time. He did not do anything differently in his morning routine than when Comtosook had been under a spell. After all, you couldn’t mess with physics: just as Az had known what entropy was coming, he’d also known there would be a day when it all would fall to rights again.
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  Had he been a wizard, Ross would have left his sister strength. Not he-man brute force, but endurance, because that was the way to get through anything, and as someone without a shred of it, he ought to know. Instead, though, Ross found himself sorting through the meager possessions in his duffel. This softest shirt of his, he’d give Shelby, because it smelled like Ross and he knew she’d want to save that memory any way she could. His watch, that would be for Ethan, in lieu of the time Ross really wanted to give him instead. The pennies from 1932 he would take with him to lay a trail across eternity like Gretel’s bread crumbs, so that Lia could find him, just in case.


  Quiz: What kind of man spent thirty-five years on earth and accumulated only enough to fit in a single canvas bag?


  Answer: One who’d never planned to stay for very long.


  After seeing Lia’s ghost, he had taken Meredith home. He’d heard her on the phone to Ruby—waking her, at 5 A.M., explaining what she’d seen in words filigreed with wonder. She’d said she would return to Maryland in a couple of days, after taking care of a few things here. Like the land, Ross imagined, and Spencer Pike’s funeral. He didn’t know if Meredith believed what he’d said about ghosts, now, and frankly, he didn’t care. What mattered to him was Lia, and she wouldn’t be back. He knew this the same way he knew that every breath was like drinking in tar, that every subsequent day cut like a knife. He was tired, so very fucking tired, and all he wanted to do was sleep.


  Ross stuffed his hand into the duffel again. A razor that had been his father’s; that was for Shelby. His EMF meter—Ethan, naturally. He pulled out the old spirit photograph he’d taken with Curtis—globules over a lake—and smiled. Maybe he’d give this to Meredith.


  He wouldn’t leave a note, that was for sure. Look at how his sister had read into it the last time, and he hadn’t even been trying to leave one then. He deliberately shredded every last bit of paper in the desk into pieces and tossed them, confetti, into the trash.


  Then he noticed Lucy Oliver standing in the doorway of his room. “Hello,” he said. Truth be told, she made Ross uncomfortable. Her eyes were nearly silver, too light for the rest of her features, and she acted as if she’d known him for months instead of days. Tonight she was wearing jean shorts and a T-shirt that said MADAME PRESIDENT. She had a Shrek Band-Aid on her wrist. “You fall down skateboarding?” Ross asked amiably.


  “No,” Lucy answered, just no, and that was all. “I’m supposed to tell you we’re about to eat.”


  Ross tried to answer—something like All right, or I’ll be right there, but what came out instead surprised them both. “Did Lia talk to you about me?”


  Lucy nodded slowly. “Sometimes.”


  “What did she say?”


  But instead of responding, Lucy looked around his room at the careful piles. “What are you doing?”


  “I’m getting ready to go,” Ross replied.


  “Where?”


  When he looked at her, he had the sense that Lucy knew the answer wasn’t a place.


  “Not yet though,” Lucy said, a confirmation.


  He tilted his head. How much could she know? “Why not?”


  “Because it’s time for breakfast.” Lucy took a step closer and held out her hand, the one with the Band-Aid at its base. “So come on,” she said, and waited a long moment before Ross grabbed hold and put himself into her keeping.
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  It was not that Meredith expected a huge outpouring of mourners at Spencer Pike’s funeral, but standing alone with Eli Rochert and a bloodhound as the Congregational minister did a hasty graveside service was a little embarrassing. Then again, considering how the Abenaki picketed the development of his land, she supposed she should be grateful that there wasn’t a drum banging on the other side of the fence. She hadn’t brought Lucy, because Lucy didn’t know the man from Adam, and the last place her impressionable daughter needed to be was a graveyard. Shelby would have come if Meredith had asked, but she needed someone to watch Lucy more than she needed moral support at the interment of a man she barely knew. And Ross, well, who knew where he was. Meredith hadn’t seen him since the night Lia had appeared, and didn’t want to. Then she would have to find the correct words to say, and I’m sorry and I’m here didn’t seem nearly as fitting as Don’t.


  “Would you?” the chaplain asked Meredith, although she’d missed the question the first time. She looked at Eli for help, and he nodded toward the earth on the ground.


  Meredith picked up a handful, which she sprinkled over Pike’s coffin. Eli discreetly slipped a check to the reverend, and Meredith flushed to think she hadn’t even considered this part of the ritual. From whose bank account had that money come... Eli’s? The town’s? Neither, she hoped. Spencer Pike had bled Comtosook dry enough already.


  The minister offered Meredith his condolences and walked solemnly to his VW Bug to drive off, leaving behind a faint trace of Simon and Garfunkel from the open windows. Eli’s big hand touched her shoulder. “You want a lift back?”


  Meredith shrugged. “I may just stay for a minute.”


  “Sure,” Eli said. He started off with his dog, and then came back and unclipped his cell phone from his belt. “Call me when you’re ready, okay?”


  Meredith thanked him and watched him drive off in his truck. She wondered if Shelby realized how lucky she was, to have a man like that who’d happened to cross into her life at just the right moment. A light breeze ruffled the bottom of the black dress she’d borrowed as she looked at the fresh grave. “Good-bye,” she said quietly, because she felt that someone should.


  “Good riddance,” she heard behind her.


  Az Thompson stood a few feet away, dressed in an ill-fitting black suit with a white shirt and string tie. “You’re the last person I expected to see here,” Meredith said.


  “I didn’t come for him.” Az looked down at the raw mouth in the ground where the coffin lay. “First time in a long time I’m happy to have outlived someone.” He glanced up at Meredith. “You care to walk a ways?”


  She slipped her heels off and padded along beside Az in her stockings. He climbed the hill, striding right across some of the graves. At some spots, she felt a tickling on the arches of her feet. He stopped at a weeping willow with a lopsided stone bench beside it. “This is a poor excuse for a thinking spot,” he said, frowning.


  “Where would you go instead?”


  “A waterfall,” Az said immediately. “Or flat on my back under the stars.” He looked at her, then stretched out on the ground. “See what I mean?”


  She only hesitated a second, and that was because this dress was not her own. Then she settled herself beside Az and stared up at the sky. “What do you see?” she asked, the game she played with Lucy.


  “Clouds,” Az answered, matter-of-fact.


  Meredith hugged her knees. In the crook of her arm was a small bruise from the blood that had been drawn days ago. Az had one too. “Can I ask you something?”


  “Sure.”


  “It’s just... well, I don’t know what I’m supposed to call you. Mr. Thompson, or Az, or John.”


  “I’ve always fancied being called Ted Williams by a whole stadium of fans, but I guess I could settle for one skinny girl calling me N’mahom.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “My grandfather.” He looked directly at Meredith. “I suppose, then, you believe it all.”


  She nodded. “Not that it does anyone any good.”


  “Why would you say that?”


  Tears came to Meredith’s eyes. Surprised, she told herself that it was the day, the heat, the lack of sleep. “So much has already happened,” she said quietly. “So many people hurt.” She was thinking of people like Az, like Lia, like the faceless Abenaki of this town, yet Ross’s features came swimming up to the surface. “This wasn’t supposed to be about me, and somehow, it got that way.”


  “People work too hard to figure out the meaning of their lives. Why me, why now. The truth is, sometimes things don’t happen to you for a reason. Sometimes it’s just about being in the right place at the right time for someone else.”


  “That’s it?” she said.


  “That’s quite a lot.” He turned and smiled. “You going home today?”


  Meredith had been planning to fly to Baltimore that afternoon. But she’d postponed her trip till tomorrow. She just didn’t want to leave Comtosook with Pike’s funeral as her last memory. “Soon,” she hedged. “Will you write me?”


  “I’m not a big fan of the written word. Pike and his friends wrote down a lot of stuff that should never have been put to paper. And the Alnôbak prefer an oral history to a written one.”


  “With one great big chapter left out,” Meredith murmured.


  “Then that’s the one you have to tell.”


  When she realized he was serious, she shook her head. “I wouldn’t know what to say.”


  “Doesn’t matter. Just start somewhere.”


  “To Lucy, you mean?”


  “To anyone,” Az said, “who will listen.”


  She tucked her hair behind her ear. “About that... I’m going to the reading of the will this afternoon. Eli arranged for a judge to write something up so that the property will revert back to me, because I was my mother’s successor... and all these years, she was the one who really owned it. I’d like... I’d like you to have it.”


  He laughed. “What am I going to do with a great big piece of land like that?”


  “I thought you might want to share it.” Meredith split a blade of grass with her thumbnail. “Provided, of course, that Lucy and I have a place to stay when we come to see you. Will you take care of the details for me?”


  “Look up a man named Winks Champigny. He’s in the phone book. He’ll know what to do. I would help you, but I may not be around for a while.”


  “Story of my life. I meet a great guy, and find out he’s sailing on the next ship.” Meredith smiled at him. “You’ll be here, when I come back to visit?”


  “Count on it,” Az said.
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  “You’re sure you don’t mind?” Shelby asked for the tenth time. She looked at Meredith’s reflection in the mirror as she fastened a locket around her neck.


  “Why would I mind? The kids watch each other. I’ll be sitting on the couch eating bonbons and watching soaps.”


  It was a novelty for Shelby—she was being taken out on a real date, at a real time, for dinner. “Well, I know you’ll want to pack up for your flight tomorrow. So consider yourself off duty the minute Ross gets back.”


  He had left to collect equipment he’d left at the Pike property. Why he’d chosen to do this in the dark, at 8:30 P.M., was beyond Meredith. “Do you know where Eli’s taking you?”


  “Some five-star place in Burlington.” She fell backward onto the bed beside Meredith, smiling so hard that her face actually hurt. “I’ve been out with him a dozen times,” Shelby murmured. “To the store, to his place, for a drive. So why do I feel like this?”


  “Because you’re crazy about him,” Meredith said. “Blame it on the dopamine being secreted by your brain.”


  “Leave it to a geneticist to reduce love to a scientific reaction.”


  “Those of us who don’t have it readily available prefer to think of it that way.”


  Shelby rolled onto her stomach. “Who’s Lucy’s father?”


  “A guy who shouldn’t have been,” Meredith replied. “How about Ethan’s?”


  “That guy’s brother, apparently.” Shelby propped her chin on her hand. “Did you love him?”


  “To pieces.”


  “Me too.” She looked at Meredith. “Sometimes I pretend that I haven’t met Eli. Or that he isn’t the last thing I think about before I fall asleep. It’s like a superstition, you know—if I don’t put that much value on a relationship, maybe it won’t get ripped out from under my feet.”


  “No one’s going to rip this out from under your feet,” Meredith said. “Relationships succeed and fail because of the people in them... not some karmic plan.”


  “You think? Don’t you ever wonder if there’s one person you’re meant to be with?”


  “God, no! To say that you’ve got one soul mate in the world, out of six billion people... well, mathematically that’s setting yourself up for failure. What are the odds?”


  Shelby shook her head. “That’s where fate comes in. If I hadn’t had Ethan, I wouldn’t have gotten divorced from Thomas. If Ethan hadn’t had XP, I wouldn’t have moved to a town like this one, where the houses are far apart so he can play at night. If Ross hadn’t come to the end of his rope he wouldn’t have been here to investigate the Pike property. All these things, which were awful at the time... maybe they were just leading up to my meeting Eli.”


  “Did you think that you were destined to marry Thomas?”


  “Well, sure, at first—”


  “There you go. Fate,” Meredith argued, “is what people invent to explain what they can’t understand. If you think Eli’s the one, you tell yourself it was meant to happen. And if he breaks your heart, you’ll tell yourself it wasn’t meant to be. I’ve spent ten years trying to find a man who knows where I am in a room the moment he steps inside, without even having to look. But it hasn’t happened. I can admit the truth to myself—that I’ve got lousy luck at finding love—or I can tell myself that I haven’t crossed paths with my soul mate yet. And it’s always easier to be a victim than a failure.”


  Shelby sat up. “Then what’s that something that draws you to one guy out of a crowd? Or that first strike of lightning between you? Or the realization that you’ve connected so deeply when you’ve only just met?”


  “Love,” Meredith said. “Love defies explanation. Destiny doesn’t.” She thought of Lia, materializing in the clearing. “There are things you can’t explain, that happen anyway. Like the guy who takes a bullet meant for his wife, even though survival’s a basic instinct. Or the little girl who writes in a diary a secret sentence that her true love will say to her, when they meet—and lo and behold, one day, he does.”


  “That happened?”


  “Well, no,” Meredith said quietly. “But I haven’t entirely given up hope. The thing is, if it does, it’ll be because I went looking for him, and I found him. Not because it was meant to be.”


  “Why, Meredith! You’re a closet romantic!” Downstairs, the doorbell rang. Shelby leaped off the bed and shoved her feet into two different shoes. “Which ones, the flats or the FMPs?”


  “If it’s destiny,” Meredith said, smiling, “it shouldn’t make a difference.”


  Shelby grinned, and picked the heels. After one final look in the mirror, she hurried downstairs with Meredith trailing and opened the front door.


  Eli stood holding a pink rose with a forked stem and a smaller rose growing from it. Like a mother and child. He was dressed in a dark gray suit with a crisp white shirt and cranberry tie. “Well,” Shelby said. “Don’t you clean up well.”


  “You look... you look...” Eli shook his head. “I had all these words that I looked up for you, and I can’t remember a single one.”


  “It’s the dopamine,” Shelby said sympathetically.


  “Radiant?” Meredith offered. “Resplendent? Bewitching?”


  “No,” Eli said finally. “Mine.”
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  Az took another sip of the whiskey Ross had brought to the quarry. They sat side by side on folding chairs that Az had pilfered from a storeroom, drinking and watching the sky fall, a cauldron spilled of its stars. “You know I’m supposed to tell you to leave,” he said.


  “So tell me.”


  “Leave,” Az said.


  “You know I won’t,” Ross pointed out.


  Az shrugged. “It’s the dynamite. There are charges all over the quarry. The computers are gonna set them off in the morning, at dawn.” He glanced sidelong at Ross. “Don’t do anything stupid, all right?”


  “Stupid,” Ross repeated, rolling the word around. “Stupid. What would constitute stupid? Would that include pining after not one, but two dead women?”


  “Hey,” Az pointed. “Pass the whiskey, will you?”


  Ross hefted the alcohol toward him, only to have Az toss the bottle into the quarry, where it shattered on broken rocks. “What the hell did you do that for?”


  “Your own good.” Az got up slowly from his folding chair, tucked it beneath his arm. “Do me a favor, and keep an eye on this place for a few minutes, will you?”


  “Where are you going?”


  “Cigarette break,” Az said.


  Ross watched him walk off along the perimeter of the quarry. “You don’t smoke!” he yelled after the old man, but by then Az couldn’t hear, or didn’t want to. He stood up, hands in his pockets, and looked down at the remains of his bottle of Bushmill’s. The glass sparkled like mica. “Shit,” Ross said, and he kicked at a rock, sending it caroming over the lip into the canyon. Because it felt good, he did it again. He glanced over his shoulder, saw Az was still missing, and then lit a cigarette. He tossed it into the quarry, where it landed six inches away from a dynamite plug and fizzled black.


  He was tired of reliving his life, when he hadn’t been so fond of it the first time around. Like Lia, he was trapped by his own past. The moment Aimee had died, so had Ross. And then when he found someone else to live for, it turned out she’d been dead for seventy years.


  He imagined that cigarette landing on the dynamite, the bursting explosion that would shake the earth and send him tumbling into the quarry. He pictured his body being consumed by fire, flames that ate at his clothes and peeled away the pain. Why me? Why was he connected to the deaths of not one, but two women? Was he some kind of supernatural link? A cosmic pawn? A lightning rod for lost souls? Or maybe he was being punished. In the aftermath of Aimee’s death, he’d been hailed as a hero, when Ross knew all along he was exactly the opposite.


  As a child he’d read comic books, dazzled by the strength and the daring on pages cut into squares like a sidewalk, as if these superheroes were already walking a path toward greatness simply by appearing on the page. He had told Meredith he was invincible, but he was no Superman, no Captain Marvel. He was not even the sort of man that good things happened to. Meeting the girl of one’s dreams, winning a scratch ticket, finding a ten-dollar bill on the street—these were experiences in someone else’s daily existence. There was a point where the bad luck ended, and the bad choices began, and Ross could not see the fine distinction. He couldn’t live a life worth saving, and he couldn’t save a life worth living.


  Ross climbed onto the safety railing. He stood with his arms akimbo, his legs spread, a messiah or a target or both. He was swallowing glass with every breath; he was running on nails with every step. Jump, he thought, and you get to start over.


  He slipped, caught himself, and then laughed at his own caution. He balanced like a chair on the nose of a circus clown—something far too heavy and gravity-laden to defy the laws of nature for very long.


  Pitching forward, Ross managed to stop himself from falling over the fence. His Bogeyman Nights baseball cap went spinning, and landed on a stick of dynamite.


  The clown might drop that chair, but he’d always snatch it just before it smashed on the floor. After all, he had to come back and do the same act night after night. Ross stepped away from the fence, then took the prop that was his body and slouched toward home.
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  Rod van Vleet had cashed his last paycheck at the only bar in Comtosook, a place that had taken pity on him in spite of his former association with the development property that had caused so much unquiet. Oliver Redhook himself had called to terminate his employment and to inform him that he expected the company car and the company cell phone back at their Massachusetts headquarters by Monday. “I could have sent a trained monkey to Vermont,” Redhook had said on speakerphone. “But I made the grave mistake of sending you.”


  In a truly Machiavellian twist of fate, the bartender was one of the Indians who had been banging a drum outside his company trailer for three weeks. Gracious winner, he’d given Rod three shots on the house before he started taking his money. Now on his eighth, Rod could barely get the nerve endings in his hand firing well enough to lift the drink, which seemed so small and slippery that he was about to ask the bartender for a magnifying glass to help locate it.


  “One more,” he said, or he thought he said, he didn’t quite think it was English.


  The bartender shook his head. “Can’t, Mr. van Vleet. Not unless you call yourself a taxi.”


  “I’m a taxi,” Rod said.


  The bartender exchanged a glance with a woman beside Rod. She had long black hair and the shoulders of a linebacker, and at closer glance turned out to be a man. Rod downed the last of his drink. “Fine, then,” he slurred. “I’ll just take myself up and over to Burlington. Crash a frat party.”


  “You do that,” the bartender said. “But you might just crash your car first.”


  Rod fished in his pocket and held up a set of keys on the first try. He stumbled and landed hard against the polished bar. “Would serve ’em right.”
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  The police lights whipped across the truck’s windshield, casting Shelby’s skin with a faint blue tinge. She pulled Eli’s jacket closer around her shoulders, shivering although she wasn’t cold. He’d taken care to park off to the side, so that she would not have to stare at the wreckage and the body that had been tossed onto the street, but her head kept turning and her eyes kept straining to make out the details of the catastrophe.


  “I’m sorry,” he had said to her, when the radio went off in his truck en route to the restaurant. “I have to go.”


  She understood, which was why she got out of the passenger door, now, her high heels slipping on the damp pavement. Outside the cocoon of the truck there was a rally of noise, from sirens to shouting cops to the subtle clicks of the crime-scene photographer. She edged closer to the circle of activity, fully expecting to look down and see Ross.


  She had not been present at his car accident, the one in which Aimee had been killed. But he had been the mission of rescuers like these; there had been a car overturned like that; the EMTs had strapped him to a gurney like the one whining over the pavement toward the victim right now.


  When the phone call came about her brother, she’d been breastfeeding Ethan. She’d almost let the machine pick it up, because it was so much trouble to juggle a drowsy baby and a telephone. Even now, she could not remember whether the officer who told her had been male or female. Only a few words remained, stuck like cement in her memory, blocks that she still tripped over every now and then: Ross, accident, serious, passenger, dead.


  Time stopped, and Ethan had rolled from her lap onto the cushions of the couch. Shelby had tried to picture Ross, battered and bleeding, but could only see him as a skinny fifth-grader with fire in his eyes, taking it upon himself to beat up the eleventh-grade soccer star who had broken Shelby’s heart.


  Now, she pushed two uniformed policemen out of the way so that she could see better. The clothes were ripped, the face mangled, but Shelby could still make out the features of the businessman who’d been trying to develop the Pike property.


  A hand tugged at her elbow and yanked her backward. Eli stared at her, upset. “What are you doing out here?”


  “I... I had to see.”


  “No one should have to see this. Rod van Vleet totaled his car. The only mystery is whether it burst into flames on impact, or if it was the alcohol fumes coming from the driver.”


  “Is he going to be okay?”


  “Yeah, but he’s got some bad breaks and burns.” Eli had led her to the truck without Shelby even realizing it. He opened the door and tucked her inside. “Stay.”


  “I’m not Watson.”


  His eyes softened. “I know. Watson’s used to this. You’re not.”


  As he turned to finish whatever it was he had to do, Shelby blurted out his name. Immediately, he turned. Even with the sentence on her lips, she did not know why she felt the need to tell Eli what was tunneling through her mind. “Ross almost died in a car crash,” she said finally.


  Eli looked over his shoulder at the debris, the rising smoke. “Almost doesn’t count,” he said.
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  Ethan had stolen his uncle’s EMF meter from his bedroom and after some thought had chosen a short-sleeved T-shirt—one he was only allowed to wear inside the house—as the uniform for his escape. A soft knock on his door told him Lucy was ready. She slipped inside his room, her eyes so big and nervous that it made Ethan laugh. “We haven’t even left yet. Chill out.”


  “Right.” Lucy started talking to herself under her breath. “What’s the worst that could happen?”


  For Lucy, the worst was that she’d get scared. Uncle Ross had said that a human spirit couldn’t actually hurt you. For Ethan, the worst was, well, a lot worse. He had told Lucy that he got sick if he stayed out in the sun, but he hadn’t explained the ultimate cost—the skin cancers, the lesions, death. She never would have agreed to this plan, then. But Ethan had thought this through, and if he was going to die young, he wanted to do it on his own terms. He didn’t want to get stuck in some Pedi ward, with stupid purple dinosaurs painted on the windows as if that was supposed to make any kid think he was anywhere but there.


  Maybe hoping hard enough could redirect fate—it was possible that the blood vow he and Lucy had made the night before had changed them a little, so that Lucy was a little bit braver and he was a little bit stronger. “Okay,” Ethan said, tucking the EMF into the loop of his jeans and opening his bedroom window. “We’ll slide off the gable onto the roof of the porch, and then jump.”


  “We will?”


  “Well, it’s that or walk right past your mother in the living room.” He set one foot over the sill. “I’ll go first.”


  “Wait.”


  Ethan turned. “Lucy. We talked about this, remember? You were born a chicken, and I have this weirdo disease. So what? Only losers would stay that way forever.”


  “What if it’s how we’re supposed to be, and that’s why we’re like this?”


  “That’s crap,” Ethan said. “I’ll tell you what it was—it was God taking a coffee break and some dumbhead filling in for him when it came to handing out all the cool genes.” He stared at her. “If you couldn’t change things, ever, what would be the point of growing up?”


  She nodded, convincing herself. “Where are we going, exactly?”


  “To the only place in Comtosook where you can find a ghost and watch the sun come up,” he answered. “Trust me.” He held out his hand, milky and white, and waited until Lucy put hers into it, a sealed deal. Then they scrambled through the window and into the darkness, determined to turn themselves into what they were not.
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  On the banks of Lake Champlain, Az Thompson thought back to the moment his daughter, Lia, had visited with a social worker and he had given her a language to speak. He’d been too scared at that moment to tell her who he was, or that he knew her. Instead he’d fed her words, Abenaki; let her swallow them whole so that they took root in her belly, a bashful garden for the grandbaby she was carrying.


  Words, for all they were flimsy and invisible, had great strength. They could be as fortified as a castle wall and as sharp as a foil. They could bite, slap, shock, wound. But unlike deeds, words couldn’t really help you. No promise ever rescued a person; it was the carrying-through of it that brought about salvation.


  It seemed fitting to Az, after all that had happened, that it all still came down to what was written and what had been said. He looked at the box of files and pedigree charts that sat on the banks of the river where his bucket of muskies once had been. It hadn’t been difficult to get into the municipal building’s basement—did anyone in Vermont think to lock cellar windows?—and to haul out the remaining evidence of the Vermont eugenics project, which Ross Wakeman’s sister had brought back to the town’s keeping.


  Az knew that the only way to strip words of their power was to erase them. Of course, once one had been released into the world you couldn’t call it back, but you could certainly keep it from being sent out again and listened to and digested. He picked up the roll of duct tape he’d gotten at the Gas & Grocery and unraveled the end, taping it to his shirt just beneath the armpit. Picking up the first of Spencer Pike’s extensive files, he held it to his chest and ran the adhesive around his body to secure it.


  As he continued to fasten the files and papers and unwieldy genealogy charts to his thin body, Az remembered his daughter: the way her eyes lit up when she saw him coming, the movement of her hands across her abdomen, the way she stood out at the Gypsy camp like an orchid in a field of daisies. But you could transplant an orchid to that soil, and get it to grow. You just needed someone with the time and hunger to make it survive.


  His mind wandered further back, to the moment he had noticed his beautiful Lily, the first afternoon he’d been working for her father. He’d come in from the fields to get another basket for the berries, and saw her—silver-haired and white-skinned, dancing on the porch to a song she was humming under her breath. She held her arms in place around an imaginary mate, waltzing. She didn’t know anyone was watching, and that alone took Az’s breath away. She needs a partner, Az thought, and that was the beginning.


  He wondered if Meredith had talked to Winks yet about the land. He wondered if she’d come back to Comtosook, like she said. He didn’t know her well enough to read her. Sometimes in the fluid moments before he dropped off to sleep he confused her in his mind with Lia. They looked alike, certainly, but it went deeper than that. He would not speak for his daughter, but he thought Lia would be proud.


  When he had strapped the last of the files to himself and used up all of the silver tape, Az walked into the water. Cold even in August, it numbed his ankles. He felt the files at his hips starting to soak. The papers were sponges, anchoring him to the muddy bottom.


  Az took a deep breath just before his head went under. He moved along the floor of the lake, kicking up snails and stones and forgotten treasure. He let the air bubble out of his lungs and lay down on his back, sunken by the weight of the history he had strapped to himself, and he waited for the morning to come.
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  “I’m sorry,” Eli said to Shelby for the thirtieth time, as he opened the door of his house and greeted a lonely Watson.


  “It’s not your fault.”


  They had not only missed their dinner reservation in the aftermath of the car crash, they had completely missed serving hours at the restaurant. Now 2 A.M., there wasn’t even a McDonald’s that was open for a bite to eat. Eli tossed his keys into a bowl on the kitchen counter that held three molting bananas. “I’m a pretty awful date,” he muttered, opening the fridge. “I can’t even cook you something. Unless you like bread and mustard.” He scrutinized the loaf. “Make that penicillin and mustard.”


  Suddenly Shelby’s arms circled him from behind. “Eli,” she said, “I’m not even all that hungry.”


  “No?” He straightened, turned toward her.


  She tugged loose his tie. Then she stepped out of her high heels. Barefoot like that, she seemed so small and delicate that it reminded Eli of a snowflake; one blink and it might melt away into nothing. “No,” she said. “But I am a little hot.”


  You’re telling me, Eli thought, and then she turned around and lifted her hair off her neck. “Unzip me?”


  He inched the little metal tag down, and with every opened tooth Eli could feel his nerves fray. Shelby’s skin was the whitest, smoothest expanse he’d ever seen. A little farther, and the hooks of her black bra came into view.


  He stepped away. There was just so much a guy could take. “Maybe, uh, you should go find something to change into,” he suggested.


  “Oh, damn,” Shelby said, not contrite at all. “I didn’t bring anything.” She reached up behind her, finished unraveling the last six inches of zipper, and let the dress fall to the floor so that she stood before him like a mirage of flesh and blood and lace. With a smile, she turned and headed up the stairs, Watson at her heels.


  Eli did not have to think twice. He pulled his pager and cell phone from his belt and turned them off, took the receiver of his home phone off the hook. This was all against departmental procedure, but one tragedy a night was enough. And to be honest, he didn’t much care if the world was coming to end, as long as he was moving inside Shelby when it happened.
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  Meredith finished reading every catalog that had come to Shelby’s house in the past month and realized something was very wrong—namely, that she’d finished reading every catalog that had come to Shelby’s house in the past month. Her daughter, who seemed to have an internal radar that blipped whenever Meredith managed to sit down for a second, usually commandeered those smidgens of private time to ask questions that could not wait, like what made lips look pink or why they weren’t allowed to have a dog. But Lucy hadn’t bothered her at all tonight. Neither had Ethan. And mathematically, it stood to reason that a household with two children under the age of ten should generate twice the interruptions.


  She put aside the Pottery Barn catalog and called upstairs. No answer, but they had been playing a computer game with the door closed. Meredith jogged up the stairs and rattled the locked doorknob. “Ethan?” she called out. “How are you guys doing in there?”


  When there was still no answer, she felt the first wave of alarm. She grabbed a wire coat hanger from her own bedroom closet and straightened the neck, poking it into the simple lock device on the doorknob. It swung unlatched and Meredith stepped inside Ethan’s room to find a typical messy boy’s haven—nothing missing, except two children.


  The window was open.


  She raced downstairs to the list of emergency numbers beside the phone, the ones that Meredith had told Shelby she’d never need.
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  As Ross walked into the kitchen, Meredith slammed down the telephone and turned, tears running down her face. “The restaurant’s closed and Eli’s pager and his cell phone, they’re supposed to be on but they aren’t, and the police won’t tell me anything even though his number’s unlisted and—”


  The blue funk he’d ridden in on dissipated immediately. “What happened?”


  “The kids,” Meredith said. “They’re missing.”


  “For how long?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t know. I went upstairs just now and they weren’t there.”


  “And you can’t reach Shelby and Eli?” She shook her head. “Okay. I’ll go find them.”


  “You can’t. You don’t know where they are.”


  “Yes I do. Stay here, in case they call, or Shelby comes home.” But he knew as he headed out the door that Meredith was only a step behind him.
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  Who knew there were so many shades of black? Being under the moonless sky was no different from hiding beneath a blanket, and the bowl of the quarry, a big circle of nothing just past the toes of Lucy’s sneakers, was a little bit darker than the night itself. One step, one mistake, and you’d go falling. Only by squinting could she see Ethan, who suddenly let go of the guardrail and disappeared before her eyes.


  Her breath solidified, a block in her throat. She would have screamed, but what would Ethan think if she was afraid of simply getting to the ghosts, not just the ghosts themselves? Then his head popped up near her ankles. “Are you waiting for an invitation?” he asked, and she realized he was holding fast to a ladder that led into the pit of the quarry.


  Ethan said there was a ghost here, a quarry supervisor who’d been killed by some crazy guy. He said seeing the spirit was a sure thing. He’d told her they might have to avoid a guard, but she and Ethan seemed to be the only ones around. Maybe that was luck, maybe it meant it was okay to be there. At any rate, Lucy started to climb down. Huge pillars of stone reared up around her, seeming to move in the lack of light. The soles of her sneakers skidded down a slope of granite, and she wound up in a heap on a pile of rubble. “You okay?” Ethan called. He probably turned around too, but it was too dark to see him.


  She realized that this was what life was like for Ethan all the time.


  They crawled through crevasses so narrow Lucy had to hold her breath, up columns of rock where their only foothold was hope, underneath listing piers and over great craggy tablets. They balanced on thin needles of stone, toppled like a giant’s game of pick-up sticks. Every now and then their forward motion would dislodge some careful equilibrium, and the granite would crumble with a roar and a flurry of dust. “You all right?” Ethan’s voice would float back to her, and then they would keep going.


  Lucy’s hands and shins were scraped over and over, and she had one really bad cut that she was afraid to even look at. She smacked into Ethan’s back and realized that they had reached the other side of the quarry, across from the ladder. “We’ll hang out there,” Ethan said, and pointed to two fallen slabs of granite that had haphazardly formed an A-frame and a ledge.


  He climbed first. Then Lucy grabbed onto his hand so that he could pull her up, but their fingers, dusty, slipped away from each other and with a tiny shriek Lucy landed on a crumbled bed of rock. “Jeez, Lucy, are you okay?” Ethan called.


  Tears came to her eyes, but she made herself get up. “Yeah,” Lucy said, and she made her way up to the ledge with great care, firmly jamming her feet between cracks in the granite before she released her handhold to climb again. On the ledge, she collapsed on her back and closed her eyes while Ethan set up his ghost-hunting equipment. When she’d caught her breath, she sat up and flicked on a flashlight, swinging its beam across the expanse they’d just traveled.


  Lucy’s eyes went wide at the spires and jagged edges, the sheer distance. The ladder they’d climbed down was so far away it might have been forever since they’d started.


  She had already been braver than she thought she was.


  “So what do we do?” Lucy asked.


  “Nothing. Now’s the part where we wait.” They sat with their shoulders touching, shivering from the cold and the awareness of what they had done. “You know what a star is?” Ethan asked after a moment, and Lucy shook her head. “An explosion that happened, like, hundreds of years ago, but that we’re only just seeing now.”


  “Why?”


  “Because that’s how long it takes light to travel.”


  Maybe, Lucy thought, it was the same for ghosts. Maybe sadness moved at a different speed than real life, which is why they showed up years after they’d died. She squinted up at the cloudy sky, trying to find a single star. When it happened—the explosion—it had to have been loud and bright and terrifying. But what she saw, now, was beautiful.


  Maybe everything looked better, with some distance.


  Even before that radio thing that Ethan held in his hand began to beep, Lucy knew something was coming. She felt it in the weight of the air on her skin, in the hollow echo that came into her ears. The fine hairs on her arm stood up, and her stomach did a slow roll. “Is it me,” Ethan whispered, “or did it just get about a hundred degrees colder?”


  The little radio began to twitch like crazy. “Lucy,” Ethan whispered. “Stand up.”


  She did. She walked all the way out to the edge of their ledge and she thought as hard as she could in her head, You can’t scare me.


  Ethan had told her that ghosts couldn’t materialize without energy. Fear was a type of energy, the kind you wrapped tight into a ball. So Lucy summoned all the terror she’d tucked into the creases of her bedsheets and behind the wall of clothes in her closet. She thought of all the asthma attacks she’d had when a spirit got right into her face. She squinched her eyes shut and focused and a moment later, when she peeked, she saw a man walking toward her.


  It was a man, but it wasn’t a man. This one was transparent, like the lady who came to her bedroom, and Lucy could see the jagged edges of rocks right through his shoulders and spine. He was dressed weird, too, in a striped shirt that looked like an old mattress and a pair of pants with no loops for the belt, and a vest with a shiny gold pocketwatch. He had a mustache that twirled at the ends like a circus strong-man’s, and his hair was plastered down to his head. Get to work, he said, right in the middle of her mind.


  Lucy felt her knees shaking so hard they knocked into each other. Get lost, she thought right back at him.


  To her surprise, the ghost did exactly as she’d asked. He took two steps forward, one of which brought him directly through her, icing her bones and her blood so thoroughly that for a second she was still as these rocks surrounding her, and then he vanished.


  Lucy smiled. She even laughed a little. She looked around, but there was nobody else haunting this pit. And sure enough, the tightness in her belly was gone. Slipping into their cave again, she sat down beside Ethan, who was banging the side of the EMF meter into the slab of granite. “Well,” he said, “this is a piece of crap.”


  Lucy stared at him. “You didn’t see anything?”


  “Nah, it was a false alarm.” He glanced up. “Why? Did you?”


  “Yeah,” Lucy said with wonder, and she sat down to tell Ethan all about it.
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  Shelby had been saving up words for this: velutinous, sybaritic, hedonic, effulgent. She had imagined them painted across the ceiling—paroxysm, tumult, fillip, whet. Yet as Eli’s hands skimmed over her skin, as her nails dug into his back and urged him closer, Shelby found that she could not think at all.


  His body was long and lean and sculpted, his touch as light as the promises he whispered. She followed his lead through the moment when she was certain she would not recall what to do or how to do it right, and by the time their limbs were tangled together, Shelby could not remember ever having doubts.


  He kissed his way from her ankles up, calves and knees and thighs, until she was shaking for him to settle. When he did, when his mouth came over her, she arched into him and closed her eyes to see vistas of gold, glowing emeralds, scatters of rubies. They burned hotter, smaller, into quasars and novas and filled a universe. Eli moved as if he had all the time in the world. Then, just as she could not hold on any longer, he was suddenly above her, forcing her to look at him so that she would know exactly what road her life was heading down. “Where have you been?” Eli murmured, and he filled her.


  Their bodies rocked at a fulcrum; their rhythm told a story. And at the moment they both let go, Shelby lost every word she’d ever learned except for one: Us.


  When Eli fell asleep heavily in her arms, Shelby slipped out from beneath his weight and curled up against him. She tried to memorize the constellations of his freckles and the crooked line of the part in his hair. She smelled herself on his skin.


  Something bit into the soft side of her thigh, and she shifted, trying to get comfortable. But whatever it was moved with her, and Shelby reached down between herself and Eli to grab a small, sharp item. She held it up to the pink sliver of daylight that fell diagonally across the covers and frowned. This particular setting, this combination of stones, was all too familiar.


  “Hey.” Eli reached for her.


  “Hey yourself,” Shelby said against his lips, forgetting everything but Eli as she dropped the diamond solitaire Ross had once given to Aimee, and then lost months ago in a room at her own house.
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  It was the prettiest thing Ethan had ever seen—the thin pinks and creeping salmons, the rosy flush that swallowed the stars, the line where the night became the day. Ethan wanted the dawn to happen all over again, right now, even if it meant that he would be another day older and closer to dying.


  Lucy had still been asleep when Ethan crept onto the ledge. He sat cross-legged, his arms held out in front of him, each degree that the sun hiked in the sky causing another blister to rise on his skin.


  But, God, it was worth it. To witness the arrival of the morning, without a pane of glass between him and it. To feel a sunrise, instead of just to see it.


  His left arm was an angry red now, itching like crazy. Lucy came up beside him, yawning, and then looked down at his arm. “Ethan!”


  “It’s no big deal.” Yet it was. Anyone could see. Suddenly something glinting on the bottom of the quarry caught his eye. A silver button—or buckle, maybe. It was a baseball cap, and when Ethan leaned over the edge of the granite ledge he could make out the writing on it. “That’s weird,” he said. But before he could point out to Lucy what he believed to be his uncle’s cap, it exploded before his eyes.
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  Like every other morning when Angel Quarry blasted for granite, the computers set off the first explosion of dynamite, pausing to let the rock settle for minutes before the next charge was detonated. Boulders flew and fine particles rose in a mushroom cloud; rock dust blanketed the roof of Ross’s car. In the wake of the first blast, the second one rang out. One spike of granite smashed into the windshield, shattering it. “Oh, God,” Meredith cried, and she opened the car door while Ross was still driving, stumbling out and breaking into a dead run toward the quarry where her daughter might be.


  Great slabs of granite fell like dominoes, knocking other pillars of stone from their pedestals and sending up such a thick cloud of silver grit that Meredith couldn’t see two feet in front of her, much less into the base of the quarry. Ross came running up to her. “I can’t find Az,” he said. “I don’t know how to stop it.”


  She was breathing in rock; she was covered with residue. Meredith hooked her fingers into the chain-link fence. “Lucy!” she yelled. “Lucy!”


  The only answer was another round of bombardment, a one-sided war. The roar of rending stone was even louder than the blasts of dynamite, and rang in Meredith’s ears. Then there seemed to be a détente, several long seconds of absolute silence, punctuated by the gravel avalanche of shifting granite.


  Another person might not have heard it—the small gasp that preceded a sob—but Meredith would have been able to pick that sound out in the middle of a holocaust. “Lucy,” she whispered, and she strained to see some evidence that her ears had not deceived her. She found it, huddling on a stone ledge—the thinnest flash of color through the haze, a magenta stripe of Lucy’s T-shirt that hadn’t been covered with gray powder. Meredith leaped onto the fence and began to climb.


  “Meredith!”


  She heard Ross’s voice, before he simply stopped in mid-sentence and started after her. There was every chance that the dynamite hadn’t run its course yet, that this was a lull to let things settle. Meredith could have cared less. She set her sights on Ethan and Lucy, down in the pit and five hundred yards away, and started her descent down a ladder drilled into the quarry wall.


  At the bottom, she hesitated, daunted by fallen stone obelisks six times taller than she was. Determined, she scaled the first one and began to chart a course, the shortest distance between herself and her daughter. The rock scraped up her palms, and her own blood made it harder to grab hold. She slid down hard on one ankle and cried out, and at that moment Lucy caught a glimpse of her. “Mommy!” she heard, that and crying, and she forced herself another fifty feet forward.


  A horn went off, three long blasts. “Get back,” Meredith yelled, urging them into the hollow of the cave they’d found. She covered her head, as if that might make a difference, just as the charge went off on the other side of the pit. The explosion was far enough away from where she huddled, but reverberations made the ground shake beneath her hands and feet. She felt the stone slide beneath her, her slick fingers scrabble for purchase, and then she was falling and landing all wrong, her bad leg brittle as a twig, as it snapped beneath the weight of the granite plate that pinned her.
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  Not again.


  Ross saw the dynamite burst in slow motion; he heard the scrape and drag of rubble reshifting and it echoed in his ears with his own racing pulse. He could not speed up time; he could not make his arms and legs move fast enough. The entire world was being blown to bits around him and he was hypersensitive—the blasts louder, the explosions more brilliant—yet even in this cataclysm, Ethan’s cry for help rang clear above everything else.


  Ross was not aware of the unstable ground, the oncoming detonations, the sheer odds of getting across safely to the other side of the quarry pit. All he knew was that he would not let someone he loved die, again. That Ross was the only person who could save him. That this was what had to be done.


  That history was not going to repeat itself.


  By the time he reached Meredith, his calves were shredded to ribbons from the jagged granite. Blood ran down the side of his face where one flying shard had cut his temple. She was trapped beneath a shelf of rock as large as a grown man. “The kids,” she gasped, and he nodded at her.


  He jammed his boot into a fissure between two stones, stretched out with his hands, and then hauled himself forward. Again, and again. Sometimes the rocks would move beneath his feet or his hand would slip; from the bottom of the rubble Ross got up and kept inching forward. He kept his eyes on Ethan and Lucy, standing on that ledge behind a screen of dust, waiting for him.


  The two leaning blocks that had formed a shelter for Lucy and Ethan suddenly collapsed. Lucy screamed and stepped as far out onto the ledge as she could. “Hurry,” she cried. “Please!”


  After a thousand years, or maybe a heartbeat, Ross reached the base of the crumbling hill. He stretched for a handhold, and wedged his boot against the rubble, and started to climb. One hand over the other. One foot at a time. When he lifted his head, he could see the toes of Ethan’s black sneakers.


  A blast thundered behind his back, and then Ross was falling along with the wall he’d been trying to scale. He rolled to the left, a guess, and covered his head as rocks rained down in five-foot square cubes. Lucy’s sobbing was louder now, and he could hear both Ethan and Meredith yelling his name. He stood up, wildly looking around to see how much damage had been done.


  The ledge where Ethan and Lucy had been was still standing. But between it and the rock where he now stood was a chasm. A space six feet across and fifteen feet deep ran the length of the quarry, isolating the children on an island of stone.


  Ross looked in both directions, and then into the new, vaulted pit. Its steep walls had been cut along the grain of the granite, a sheer drop. The only other way around was to cross all the way along the fissure to the southern edge of the quarry, scale the walls to the guardrail, and climb back in on the far side of the gap. “Listen to me,” Ross yelled across. “You’re going to have to jump.”
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  Meredith had seen the whole thing—Ross’s amazing progress across the devastated wreckage, his careful climb up toward Lucy and Ethan, the terrifying moment when the very mountain he was on deteriorated under his feet. When he disappeared out of her line of sight, she screamed for him, trying to turn so that she could locate him and setting off a wave of pain in her leg that nearly rendered her unconscious. Fighting to stay alert, she’d watched the ripple effect as a canyon split the bottom of the quarry in half, with the children on the other side.


  It would be impossible for Ross to get all the way to the quarry wall and climb out, not before another explosion hit. He was right—the only way to save Lucy and Ethan was to catch them, once they leaped. Ethan would do what his uncle had asked. But Lucy—well, Lucy wouldn’t jump. That required a depth of bravery that her daughter had never possessed.


  Tears came to Meredith’s eyes. “Lucy,” she yelled, “do it!”


  They would die here, she and Lucy, buried by the rubble. She wished for courage, something that she might wing to her daughter. And just as she was thinking about fearlessness and taking flight, Meredith saw Lucy take a step back, run for all she was worth, and soar into the air.
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  She landed hard in Ross’s arms, knocking them both down; and on the side of safety now, she did not seem capable of letting go of him. Delighted, amazed—he hadn’t expected her to jump, not before seeing Ethan make it to the other side—Ross kissed her forehead. “I’ve got you,” he whispered into her hair as she sobbed against his shoulder. “You’re all right now.” He peeled the little girl away from him. “I need to get Ethan, okay?”


  “Okay,” Lucy sniffed. She wrapped her arms around her knees and ducked her head, still shaking.


  Ross stood up again, cupping his hands around his mouth. “Ethan, I won’t let you fall.” He watched his nephew nod, race as fast as he could to the edge, and jump.
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  Ethan was Superman, and he was flying, and nothing—nothing—could stop him from saving the world, or at least himself. With his eyes closed he didn’t have to look at how far away it was where Uncle Ross was standing, or at the broken-toothed rocks that were just waiting at the bottom of the pit. He stretched the tips of his fingers as far forward as they could go, and he chanted silently in his mind: I am a bird; I am a plane; I am already there.


  When his fingers brushed something solid, he blinked right away and found himself hurtling into his uncle’s embrace. He grabbed on tight and that was when the tears came, so quick and thick he couldn’t even speak. His feet slid down Ross’s legs, planting themselves firmly on the ground.


  “You,” Uncle Ross gasped, “are punished.”


  And that was when the ground disappeared beneath them.
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  Ross felt them skidding down the slope into the crevasse, and he turned his body at the bottom so that he would bear the brunt of the fall. Ethan landed hard on top of him, and rocks dug into his legs and back. “Get up,” Ross said, hauling his nephew to his feet. “Are you all right?”


  Ethan couldn’t find words, but he nodded. Ross looked up. “Lucy!” he cried. “Where are you?”


  A tiny white face appeared at the edge of the cliff overhead. Tears striped through the dust on her cheeks. Ross looked at the precipitous wall of rock—there were some spots where he could find holds to climb up, but he would never make it carrying Ethan. And Lucy wasn’t strong enough to haul them up together.


  “Ethan, I’m going to need you to help me,” Ross said. “I’m going to put you on my shoulders, and you’re going to have to climb up to the top by yourself. Lucy!” he yelled. “I need you to grab hold of Ethan when he gets close, all right?”


  He waited for her to answer, but she didn’t. From where he stood, he could no longer even see where Lucy was. But if they waited, another explosion might go off. Another opportunity to climb could be lost. “Come on,” he said to Ethan, crouching down so that the boy could scramble onto his shoulders. “By the time you get to the top, she’ll be there.”
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  Lucy was shaking so hard she could not catch her breath. She had seen the world turn inside out—the dawn go gray, the solid ground vanish, her mother trapped. Ross and Ethan were stuck in the bottom of that hole, and she was up here, and nothing was the way it should be. She covered her head with her arms, wishing she could make it all go away. It had worked before, after all—when you didn’t want to see what was before your eyes, you simply had to keep them shut.


  “Lucy!” That was Ross’s voice. He wanted her to help Ethan up. But that would mean moving to the edge of that cliff, the one whose last edge had collapsed. And Lucy could not bring herself to do it.


  “Hey!” Ethan’s hand popped up over the lip of the chasm. “Hey, Lucy, where are you? Uncle Ross, she’s not coming!”


  “Lucy!”


  Lucy held her hands up to her ears. They would go away, all this would go away, and when she woke up she would be in her bed at home and the sun would be streaming through the windows and she wouldn’t have to worry about ghosts.


  She didn’t have to worry about ghosts, though, not anymore. Lucy looked up, brought her hands to her side. Being brave didn’t mean that you weren’t scared out of your wits. You were—the whole time—but you just kept on doing what you had to.


  She started to crawl to the edge of the cliff again, stopping only once when a little chunk of pebbles slid from beneath her palm into the ravine. Swallowing hard, she peered over the rim and saw Ethan, just a few feet beneath her, clinging to the rock wall like a spider.


  Lucy lay down on her belly and pressed her cheek against the rock. Then she stretched out her right hand, the one that was closest to Ethan. She felt his fingers brush against hers, and then grab tight, a key to a lock.


  Because she couldn’t lift his weight, she made herself an anchor. He inched his way up her arm, grasping onto her shoulder and then hitching himself over the edge.


  They stared at each other, panting, breathing in each other’s air. “Lucy,” Ethan said, his voice so husky that it was easy to imagine the man he might never become.


  She managed a tiny smile. “What took you so long?” she whispered.
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  Ross carried Lucy on his back, and guided Ethan footstep by footstep, as he carefully picked a path through the wreckage to the ladder on the other side of the quarry. Several times, he had to change his course as another distant explosion led to a rearrangement of the rocky landscape. It never occurred to him that they would not make it, and that alone was enough to propel him forward.


  At the rusty ladder, he set Lucy on the rungs and told her to climb. Ethan went up behind her. “Call 911,” Ross instructed. “Break into the office if you have to.”


  Ethan nodded. “Aren’t you coming?”


  Ross looked over his shoulder. “Not yet,” he said, and he squeezed Ethan’s calf. “Go.”


  Then he crawled back the way he had come, frantically searching for the large tablet that had pinned Meredith. He hadn’t heard her screaming for some time—either because she hadn’t been, or because he’d been too busy to listen. By now there were many broad plates of granite scattered in the quarry; it was difficult to remember exactly where she had been. He crested a small rise of stone and saw Meredith’s arm.


  “Meredith!” he called, and she shook herself awake.


  “Lucy?”


  “Is fine. She’s out.”


  She could not see it, but her leg was bent back at a grotesque angle from her body. The large slab that had her pinned at the thigh was twice as wide as Ross, and as thick as his arm. To free her, he would need a smaller rock to make a lever, lift the slab, and drag Meredith away before the makeshift jack collapsed. Then he would have to immobilize her leg enough to carry her on his back across the rubble, like he had done with Lucy. “Go get help, Ross,” Meredith said, crying.


  “I am help.” He searched for something—anything—that might help him budge the rock. “I’m going to try to lift this.”


  She was shivering, a combination of pain and panic. “Go back.”


  Ross tried to get his weight underneath the rock, but it wouldn’t move. In the distance a sounding horn blared, the warning of another round of explosions. He looked around frantically, trying to locate the dynamite or blasting cap. His eyes landed on Meredith, and the truth that stretched between them.


  He couldn’t help her.


  He leaned down and brushed her hair out of her eyes. “Ssh,” he whispered, and a charge shuddered somewhere to the left.


  “Ross, go. Please.” She began to cry harder. “I need to know that you got out of here safe.”


  He forced a crooked smile onto his face. “How many times do I have to tell you? I can’t die.”


  She reached for his hand, and the small movement unsettled the rocks beneath them. Ross lost his footing, going down hard on one knee beside Meredith’s head. At the same time, they both noticed the small red tube about three feet beyond them.


  Ross leaped over the rock that pinned Meredith and reached the stick of dynamite. He grabbed it in his fist and started running, sprinting on serrated granite, on broken stone, deeper into the quarry. Nothing mattered in that moment except getting as far away from Meredith as possible before the computers lit it off.


  The charge swelled in his palm. In the instant before he let go of it, before an explosion hotter than a hundred suns razed the very spot where he stood, Ross had one moment where everything was crystal clear. He had saved Meredith, he had saved everyone. Maybe now, he had even made up for the rest of his life. The force of the blast knocked him head over heels and his skull struck hard against a ragged rock. And just as he considered that he might finally have found something worth living for, Ross discovered that he was not invincible after all.
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  By the time Eli and Shelby arrived, the first ambulances had already left. The quarry was crawling with uniformed policemen borrowed from other towns, who were roping off the site. Another detective was interviewing the owners of Angel Quarry, who had arrived hastily, in the company of their corporate lawyer. No one knew where Az Thompson—the night watchman—had gone; his absence made him the easiest scapegoat for blame.


  Eli hurried over to a paramedic. “The kids. Where are the kids?”


  “They’re all right. Cuts, bruises. The ambulance already went off to the hospital.”


  He felt Shelby sag beside him, and he put his arm around her to keep her upright. Leaning close, he murmured words into her ear, comments that made no sense at all but were meant to give her a lifeline to hold onto.


  “Can we go?” Shelby said. “Now? To the hospital?”


  But before he could answer, a commotion at the guardrail drew his attention. Three rescue workers gently lifted a stretcher over the edge. Strapped onto it, battered and bloody, was Meredith.


  “Oh my God,” Shelby breathed, as she watched an unconscious Meredith being loaded into a waiting ambulance. Shelby seemed to notice, for the first time, Ross’s car. Shelby grabbed a paramedic by the jacket. “Where’s my brother. Where is my brother?” When the man didn’t answer, she refused to let go. “Ross Wakeman,” she demanded. “He’s here somewhere.”


  A silence fell. No one would answer her, and that was response enough. “No,” Shelby cried, falling to her knees, as Eli’s arms came around her. “No!”


  “He’s at the hospital,” Eli said firmly. Then he turned to one of the EMTs. “Right?”


  “Yeah, he’s at the hospital.”


  “See?” Eli helped Shelby stand, and carefully walked her to the truck. “We’ll go and find Ethan. And Ross.”


  “Okay.” Shelby nodded through her tears. “Okay.”


  Eli closed the door. The paramedic touched his shoulder as he walked around to the driver’s side. “Uh, Detective. About that guy...”


  “He’s at the hospital,” Eli repeated.


  “Yeah, but that was only a formality,” the paramedic said. “He was dead before we even got to him.”
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  Ross was driving, and Aimee was in the passenger seat. “Denmark,” he said.


  She thought for a moment. “Kyrgyzstan.”


  He couldn’t take his eyes off her, as if he had not seen her in ages, although he knew this could not possibly be true... they never spent more than seventy-two hours apart, and that only when Aimee was pulling the graveyard shift at the hospital. Ross found himself cutting glances away from the road to look at the curve of her jaw, the color of her eyes, the spot where her French braid fell against her back. “New York,” he murmured.


  Aimee rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on, Ross, another K?”


  “You have fifteen years of education; you can play a round of Geography.”


  “Kalamazoo, then.”


  He grinned and looked out the windshield. The car was moving quickly, and it was pouring outside, but he could swear that he’d seen someone he recognized walking along the edge of the highway—his old kindergarten teacher. She was wearing a yellow jumper Ross still recalled and her hair was in tight white pincurls. He looked again in the rearview mirror, but she was gone. “Oshkosh,” Ross replied.


  Aimee crossed her legs on the seat. She had taken off her shoes—she never liked to travel with shoes on. “Heaven.”


  “Heaven isn’t a place.”


  “Of course it is,” Aimee argued.


  Ross raised a brow. “And you know this for a fact.” He looked into his side mirror and nearly swerved: behind him on the opposite side of the road was his mother. She was wearing a sweater with little pearls around the top, one he remembered because as a child he’d sit in her lap and roll them between his fingers. She smiled at him, and waved.


  His mother had been dead since 1996. His kindergarten teacher had been dead even longer than that. And Kyrgyzstan had still been in the U.S.S.R. when Aimee had died.


  Heaven isn’t a place.


  Suddenly they curved around a bend and saw a tractor-trailer coming at them, in their lane. “Ross!” Aimee cried out, and he jerked the steering wheel to the left, into the oncoming lane, noticing too late that a tiny car that had been hidden by the bulk of the truck was speeding toward them.


  There was glass exploding inward, and the horrible screech of tires on a wet road, and the sudden, shocking impact of steel striking steel. Ross found himself sprawled outside the overturned car. The tractor-trailer had wobbled off to the side of the road with its driver thrown onto the horn so that the wail would not let up. Ross ratcheted open the passenger door, reached inside, and unbuckled Aimee.


  Her shoulder was cut and blood stained her shirt, but her face, it was heart-shaped and smooth-skinned and stunning. Her French braid had unraveled, the impact loosening whatever she’d used to secure the bottom. It fanned over her chest like a silk shawl. “Aimee,” he murmured. “God.”


  He sat down and pulled her into his lap, crying as the full force of his memories hit him in the gut. He brushed her hair away from her face, as the rain matted it together. “I won’t let you go. I won’t leave.”


  Aimee blinked at him. “Ross,” she said, looking past his shoulder. “You have to.”


  In all of these years he had not recalled those words, that directive from Aimee that freed him from the blame of not being by her side when she died. He closed his arms more tightly around her and bent forward, but suddenly there was someone standing behind him, trying to get him to stand up just as hard as he was trying to stay.


  He turned, furious, and found himself staring at Lia.


  With Aimee in his arms, and Lia behind him, Ross went absolutely still. This was hell, a nightmare played out in his mind. Both women needed him; each held a half of his heart. Which one do I go to? he thought, And which one do I lose?


  Lia tugged him upright, toward the other passenger car that had crashed and now lay sideways against a highway barrier. Ross tried to break away from her, to get back to Aimee, certain that this was a test, the one thing he had to get right.


  But by then he couldn’t even see Aimee, because the other car was between them. Frustrated, Ross tore away from Lia’s firm hold and yanked open the door of the totaled green Honda. A body lay crumpled into a heap behind the steering wheel, canted onto its side. Ross smelled gas; he knew the vehicle was going to blow at any minute.


  He fumbled for the seat belt, which was stuck. “Aimee,” he yelled over his shoulder. “I’m coming. You hang on.” Another push of the button, and this time it sprang free. Ross reached in at an awkward angle with both hands and hauled the unconscious driver from the wreckage. He dragged the body a distance away, to the lip of the woods. There was a burst of light and heat, and the car torched into flame.


  A fleet of sirens approached, a spray of water from a fire hose showered the car. As a paramedic ran up, Ross grabbed him. “There’s a woman at the other car who needs help,” he cried.


  “Someone’s already taking care of her.” The EMT knelt down beside Ross. “What’s this one’s name?”


  Ross did not know; it was a stranger. He glanced down at the body before him illuminated by the blaze, as he had done nine years ago. Just like then, there was a gash across the driver’s hairline, and blood covering her face and her black dress. But this time, he saw her face—really saw her face—and everything was different. My God. “Her name,” Ross said hoarsely, “is Meredith.”
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  F. Juniper Smugg had been a resident for exactly twenty-seven days at Fletcher Allen Hospital in Burlington. He was doing a rotation in emergency medicine, but he really wanted dermatology or plastic surgery, something that wasn’t a life-or-death specialty where he could go into private practice and not have to deal with all the surprises of a county medical center. Still, he was perfectly willing to pay his dues, which was why he didn’t mind taking the body down to the morgue. It beat what they’d been doing to the guy when he arrived—shocking him and intubating him when any premed could have told you he was dead as a doornail upon arrival.


  He was alone in the elevator. He pushed the button, waited till the doors closed, and turned to the mirrored wall so that he could watch himself rock out as he sang Smash Mouth vocals. He’d just gotten to the chorus of “All-Star” when a hand grabbed his arm.


  The dead man on the stretcher sat up. “Shut the hell up,” he said huskily.


  When the doors opened into the morgue, the dead man was standing, and the medical resident was slumped over the narrow stretcher. “Can someone help me?” Ross asked the shocked staff. “This guy’s out cold.”
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  Once Az Thompson’s body washed up on the shore of Lake Champlain, it was readied for burial within twenty-four hours, in keeping with native traditions. Winks Champigny, acting as a spokesperson for the Abenaki, recommended laying Az Thompson’s remains to rest on the newly acquired property at the junction of Otter Creek Pass and Montgomery Road. He was interred facing east, on his side, to better see the sunrise.


  In the months that followed, a seasonless garden that had never been planted would bloom around the grave—blackberries that did not dry up in winter, calla lilies that kept their heads above the snow line, holly and ivy that thrived in July. The site became a trysting spot for lovers, who valued its privacy and the scent of roses even in December, and who would come to catch sight of the black-haired boy and the blond girl often spied chasing each other through the wildflowers, feeding each other berries until their lips and fingers were stained red as blood.
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  Eli almost didn’t come home that night. It was a hell of paperwork and arbitration with the owners of the quarry, and all he wanted was to collapse next to Shelby and not wake up for the next millennium.


  Except that he wasn’t sure if Shelby was ready to see him, or anyone right now.


  He had held her while she cried at the hospital, until she hiked up her chin and said she needed to go home to make arrangements. For the funeral, Eli presumed, but he’d felt her putting up that wall and refusing to let anyone take care of her, and it annoyed the hell out of him. He was going to shower and head over there, whether she liked it or not.


  He went to set his key in the door and realized it was open. As it swung forward, he mustered his defenses, ready for anything. But there was no thief in his kitchen. Just Shelby, her hands buried in a bowl of flour.


  “I broke in,” she said, her voice shaking. “To a cop’s house.”


  Eli wrapped her close, kissed the top of her head. “I’m sorry. I’m so goddamn sorry.”


  She was crying, and when she wiped her face with her finger she left a white streak behind. “I couldn’t be at my house. I couldn’t make any calls to... to funeral homes. Reporters, they kept calling, and I couldn’t even listen to their messages. The doctors at the hospital gave Ethan and Lucy something to make them sleep, so I gave it to them here and put them in your bed. I made soup. And bread. The phone rang once, but I didn’t... I fed the dog for you.”


  She was making no sense whatsoever, and yet Eli understood every word that came out of her mouth. He rocked her in his embrace and imagined her small white handprints on the back of his suit jacket, as ghostly as the ones that had risen in the mirror at the old Pike place. Shelby wiped her nose on his shirt. “I’ll go if you want.”


  “Don’t,” he whispered. “Ever.”
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  Meredith looked nothing like Lia. Ross didn’t know how he had ever even seen a resemblance, now. Her eyes were set farther apart, her hair was a completely different texture. Her skin, it looked to be as soft, but he did not want to touch her to find out, in case he’d disturb her sleep.


  She was in traction. Her leg had been pinned and hoisted and set. Her bloodstream was pumped full of painkillers. Ross had been allowed into her room only because no one at the hospital seemed prepared to deny a man who had been dead just hours earlier.


  He had tried to find Shelby first, or Ethan, but they had been released. Lucy had gone with them. Yet when Ross tried to call her house, there had been no answer, and the message machine had been turned off. He would have called Eli, but he could not seem to remember his home phone number, if he’d ever known it in the first place. The neurologist who had examined Ross after his head contusions had been stitched up said his memory might be like that—full of gaps and spots that might or might not come back. For example, he had no recollection of what he’d been doing before he found Meredith frantically searching for the kids at Shelby’s. He could not remember how he’d gotten the fine white spiderweb scars on his wrists.


  What he did recall was Lia’s face, something he would have died to see again—and had, apparently. He could conjure her, and Aimee, as if they were close enough to stand two feet in front of him. Ross knew that he could have stayed back there—wherever that had been, exactly. But even more than he had wanted to hold Aimee in his arms, to follow Lia wherever she led him... he wanted to be with his sister. His nephew. Maybe Meredith.


  Ross had spent so many years searching for something, he’d never realized that what you found might not be as important as the act of trying to find it. A life wasn’t defined by the moment you died, but all the others you’d spent living.


  As he watched, a tear tracked down Meredith’s cheek. Her eyes opened just a crack, and she focused on Ross. “Lucy,” she whispered.


  “She’s fine.”


  As her surroundings dovetailed into her memories, Meredith startled. She cried out at the pain in her leg and the touch of Ross’s hands to settle her. “You’re a ghost.”


  He smiled at that. “Not anymore.”


  “The dynamite—it exploded in your hand. I saw you,” she said. And then added, more softly: “They told me... you’d died.” She tried to struggle upright again, and as she jogged her leg, her eyes rolled back in agony.


  “Stay still.” He stared at her face, at the hairline scar he’d never noticed. “You broke the leg you broke before in your car accident. In six places. The fibula and tibia were crushed; they operated and put a pin in.” Ross assumed that Meredith would think the doctors had told him of her condition, but she surprised him with her acuity.


  “I never told you,” she said warily, “that I was in a car accident.”


  He sat down on the edge of the bed. “You were driving a green Honda and wearing a black dress,” Ross said quietly. “You cut yourself... here.” He touched the spot on her forehead. “They never found your shoes.”


  “You’re not going to tell me you’re psychic, too,” Meredith said weakly.


  “No,” Ross replied. “I’m going to tell you I was there.”


  He stared at her, unblinking, until the part of memory buried so deep it’s never more than a flicker fanned a flame, until her eyes widened just a fraction. “Twice,” she said, her voice groggy, as she reached for his hand. Her lids drifted shut. “Superman.”


  He waited until Meredith’s breathing evened out, and then his fingers tightened around hers. “Maybe,” he conceded.
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  Ethan swung his legs on the bench outside the hospital, waiting for Lucy to get caught. She was walking in the drizzling rain along the top edge of a five-foot brick wall behind the range of vision of a security guard. When she reached the end she did a little hop, like one of those gymnastics wizards on a balance beam, and then leaped off to land behind the guard and scare ten years off the poor guy’s life.


  He whipped around, and Lucy gave him that sweet Shirley Temple smile that cleared her every time.


  In the past month, she’d become a daredevil. She was forever climbing onto roofs and hanging her head out of the windows of moving cars and renting the biggest chain-saw gore-fests from the video store. Ethan knew it was his fault; he’d created a monster. The shrink that they both had to go to, for something called post-traumatic-stress-disorder therapy, said it was a reaction to a near death experience. Ethan, of course, knew better.


  He pulled down the sleeves of his long-sleeved shirt and tugged the brim of his baseball cap lower. He didn’t feel like a mutant in front of the hospital, because other people came and went with all kinds of tubes and bags attached. Besides, he wasn’t even the biggest freak in his household anymore. That honor belonged to Uncle Ross, who had been declared clinically dead and lived to tell about it.


  He was fine, or so he’d told everyone from Oprah to Larry King to the Reverend Billy Graham, via a live feed to his hospital room. He was being released today after a month’s observation—not for his sake, really, but for all the doctors who came to poke at him and try to figure out what had made him come back to life. Meredith was being released too. His mom and Eli had gone inside to wheel them out.


  Ethan had visited his uncle a bunch of times while he was in the hospital. He’d coached him to the point where he could almost win one poker hand out of five. And he’d spent a lot of time just talking to him, because even if Ethan didn’t want to let himself get his hopes up, you couldn’t help but wonder if that kind of luck was a once-in-a-lifetime thing, or something that might be passed down to, say, other generations.


  The last time he’d come to visit, his uncle had let him eat all the green Jell-O and noodle soup, and had brought him to Meredith’s room. She told Ethan that even though his DNA couldn’t repair itself, some scientist in New York had invented a cream that could repair the DNA damage already done. And people in her own lab were working on gene replacement therapy, which might cure XP permanently.


  Who was Ethan to say a miracle couldn’t strike twice? It ran in the family, after all.


  “Hey, check that out.” Lucy dug an elbow into his side and pointed. “That’s weird.”


  It was a double rainbow, one tucked beneath the bend of the other. But you could only see the left half of it, curving to the midpoint of the sky before melting into muddy blue.


  The right side of the rainbow wasn’t missing, Ethan knew, even if he and Lucy couldn’t see it. It wasn’t wishful thinking, or magic, but a simple law of nature. After all, once you know that part of something exists, it stands to reason that the rest of it is somewhere out there, too.
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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  This book is a work of fiction. However, the Vermont Eugenics Project in the 1920s and 1930s is not. It is a chapter of history that has only recently been rediscovered and that still causes great pain and shame to Vermonters of many different cultural backgrounds. The archives of the Eugenics Survey are housed today in the Public Records Office in Middlesex, Vermont—many examples of which serve as epigraphs in the middle section of this book.


  Spencer and Cissy Pike, Gray Wolf, Harry Beaumont, and Abigail Alcott are characters I created, but Henry F. Perkins did exist. As pointed out by Nancy Gallagher on her Web site “Vermont Eugenics: A Documentary History” (www.uvm.edu/~eugenics), he was a professor of zoology at the University of Vermont who organized the Eugenics Survey of Vermont in conjunction with his course on heredity. He believed that through research, public education, and support for legislation, the growing population of Vermont’s most problematic citizens might be reduced. His leadership was instrumental in bringing about the passage of Vermont’s Sterilization Law in 1931, and he continued to teach genetics and eugenics until his retirement from UVM in 1945.
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  In the 1960s and 1970s, the ACLU targeted sterilization laws, leading to the successful repeal of many. Others were stripped of eugenic language and reworded to protect the rights of the individual. Several states have passed resolutions officially censuring the American eugenics movement and expressing regret for their role in it. Vermont has not.


  Henry Perkins died in 1956, just when the structure of DNA had been discovered. Reproductive technology and genetic diagnosis are the new face of eugenics. And in a strange case of history repeating itself, Human Genome Project research continues to be done in Cold Spring Harbor, New York—the site, in 1910, of America’s newly formed Eugenics Record Office at the Station for Experimental Evolution.


  For those interested in finding out more about eugenics, I have enclosed a bibliography of books and documents that were instrumental to me during the writing of this book. I would also like to thank Fred Wiseman, Charlie Delaney, and Marge Bruchac for enlightening me from the Abenaki point of view; Mike Hankard and Brent Reader for initial Abenaki translations, and Joseph Alfred Elie Joubert from Odonak Indian Reservation, P. Que., Canada, for making corrections to the Abenaki phrases in the text, as well as teaching me proper pronunciation. I am also indebted to Kevin Dann, who in 1986 recovered the ESV documents, made sure the world stood up and took note, and then let me explore his files and his own imaginings in order to create a structure upon which I could then build my own. And finally, I am grateful to Nancy L. Gallagher, who graciously taught me what she knew from her research for Breeding Better Vermonters: The Eugenics Project in the Green Mountain State, and whose command of the facts was invaluable. Readers interested in exploring this topic further should read that book or visit her Web site, “Vermont Eugenics: A Documentary History” (www.uvm.edu/~eugenics). I made liberal use of her insights and documents, which provided the historical materials for my novel.
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  PROLOGUE


  No one starts a war—or rather, no one in his sense ought to do so—without first being clear in his mind what he intends to achieve by that war and how he intends to conduct it.


  —CARL VON CLAUSEWITZ, Vom Kriege


  In my first memory, I am three years old and I am trying to kill my sister. Sometimes the recollection is so clear I can remember the itch of the pillowcase under my hand, the sharp point of her nose pressing into my palm. She didn’t stand a chance against me, of course, but it still didn’t work. My father walked by, tucking in the house for the night, and saved her. He led me back to my own bed. “That,” he told me, “never happened.”


  As we got older, I didn’t seem to exist, except in relation to her. I would watch her sleep across the room from me, one long shadow linking our beds, and I would count the ways. Poison, sprinkled on her cereal. A wicked undertow off the beach. Lightning striking.


  In the end, though, I did not kill my sister. She did it all on her own.


  Or at least this is what I tell myself.


  MONDAY


  Brother, I am fire


  Surging under ocean floor.


  I shall never meet you, brother—


  Not for years, anyhow;


  Maybe thousands of years, brother.


  Then I will warm you,


  Hold you close, wrap you in circles,


  Use you and change you—


  Maybe thousands of years, brother.


  —CARL SANDBURG, “Kin”


  ANNA
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  WHEN I WAS LITTLE, the great mystery to me wasn’t how babies were made, but why. The mechanics I understood—my older brother Jesse had filled me in—although at the time I was sure he’d heard half of it wrong. Other kids my age were busy looking up the words penis and vagina in the classroom dictionary when the teacher had her back turned, but I paid attention to different details. Like why some mothers only had one child, while other families seemed to multiply before your eyes. Or how the new girl in school, Sedona, told anyone who’d listen that she was named for the place where her parents were vacationing when they made her (“Good thing they weren’t staying in Jersey City,” my father used to say).


  Now that I am thirteen, these distinctions are only more complicated: the eighth-grader who dropped out of school because she got into trouble; a neighbor who got herself pregnant in the hopes it would keep her husband from filing for divorce. I’m telling you, if aliens landed on earth today and took a good hard look at why babies get born, they’d conclude that most people have children by accident, or because they drink too much on a certain night, or because birth control isn’t one hundred percent, or for a thousand other reasons that really aren’t very flattering.


  On the other hand, I was born for a very specific purpose. I wasn’t the result of a cheap bottle of wine or a full moon or the heat of the moment. I was born because a scientist managed to hook up my mother’s eggs and my father’s sperm to create a specific combination of precious genetic material. In fact, when Jesse told me how babies get made and I, the great disbeliever, decided to ask my parents the truth, I got more than I bargained for. They sat me down and told me all the usual stuff, of course—but they also explained that they chose little embryonic me, specifically, because I could save my sister, Kate. “We loved you even more,” my mother made sure to say, “because we knew what exactly we were getting.”


  It made me wonder, though, what would have happened if Kate had been healthy. Chances are, I’d still be floating up in Heaven or wherever, waiting to be attached to a body to spend some time on Earth. Certainly I would not be part of this family. See, unlike the rest of the free world, I didn’t get here by accident. And if your parents have you for a reason, then that reason better exist. Because once it’s gone, so are you.


  •••


  Pawnshops may be full of junk, but they’re also a breeding ground for stories, if you ask me, not that you did. What happened to make a person trade in the Never Before Worn Diamond Solitaire? Who needed money so badly they’d sell a teddy bear missing an eye? As I walk up to the counter, I wonder if someone will look at the locket I’m about to give up, and ask these same questions.


  The man at the cash register has a nose the shape of a turnip, and eyes sunk so deep I can’t imagine how he sees well enough to go about his business. “Need something?” he asks.


  It’s all I can do to not turn around and walk out the door, pretend I’ve come in by mistake. The only thing that keeps me steady is knowing I am not the first person to stand in front of this counter holding the one item in the world I never thought I’d part with.


  “I have something to sell,” I tell him.


  “Am I supposed to guess what it is?”


  “Oh.” Swallowing, I pull the locket out of the pocket of my jeans. The heart falls on the glass counter in a pool of its own chain. “It’s fourteen-karat gold,” I pitch. “Hardly ever worn.” This is a lie; until this morning, I haven’t taken it off in seven years. My father gave it to me when I was six after the bone marrow harvest, because he said anyone who was giving her sister such a major present deserved one of her own. Seeing it there, on the counter, my neck feels shivery and naked.


  The owner puts a loupe up to his eye, which makes it seem almost normal size. “I’ll give you twenty.”


  “Dollars?”


  “No, pesos. What did you think?”


  “It’s worth five times that!” I’m guessing.


  The owner shrugs. “I’m not the one who needs the money.”


  I pick up the locket, resigned to sealing the deal, and the strangest thing happens—my hand, it just clamps shut like the Jaws of Life. My face goes red with the effort to peel apart my fingers. It takes what seems like an hour for that locket to spill into the owner’s outstretched palm. His eyes stay on my face, softer now. “Tell them you lost it,” he offers, advice tossed in for free.


  •••


  If Mr. Webster had decided to put the word freak in his dictionary, Anna Fitzgerald would be the best definition he could give. It’s more than just the way I look: refugee-skinny with absolutely no chest to speak of, hair the color of dirt, connect-the-dot freckles on my cheeks that, let me tell you, do not fade with lemon juice or sunscreen or even, sadly, sandpaper. No, God was obviously in some kind of mood on my birthday, because he added to this fabulous physical combination the bigger picture—the household into which I was born.


  My parents tried to make things normal, but that’s a relative term. The truth is, I was never really a kid. To be honest, neither were Kate and Jesse. I guess maybe my brother had his moment in the sun for the four years he was alive before Kate got diagnosed, but ever since then, we’ve been too busy looking over our shoulders to run headlong into growing up. You know how most little kids think they’re like cartoon characters—if an anvil drops on their heads they can peel themselves off the sidewalk and keep going? Well, I never once believed that. How could I, when we practically set a place for Death at the dinner table?


  Kate has acute promyelocytic leukemia. Actually, that’s not quite true—right now she doesn’t have it, but it’s hibernating under her skin like a bear, until it decides to roar again. She was diagnosed when she was two; she’s sixteen now. Molecular relapse and granulocyte and portacath—these words are part of my vocabulary, even though I’ll never find them on any SAT. I’m an allogeneic donor—a perfect sibling match. When Kate needs leukocytes or stem cells or bone marrow to fool her body into thinking it’s healthy, I’m the one who provides them. Nearly every time Kate’s hospitalized, I wind up there, too.


  None of which means anything, except that you shouldn’t believe what you hear about me, least of all that which I tell you myself.


  As I am coming up the stairs, my mother comes out of her room wearing another ball gown. “Ah,” she says, turning her back to me. “Just the girl I wanted to see.”


  I zip it up and watch her twirl. My mother could be beautiful, if she were parachuted into someone else’s life. She has long dark hair and the fine collarbones of a princess, but the corners of her mouth turn down, like she’s swallowed bitter news. She doesn’t have much free time, since a calendar is something that can change drastically if my sister develops a bruise or a nosebleed, but what she does have she spends at Bluefly.com, ordering ridiculously fancy evening dresses for places she is never going to go. “What do you think?” she asks.


  The gown is all the colors of a sunset, and made out of material that swishes when she moves. It’s strapless, what a star might wear sashaying down a red carpet—totally not the dress code for a suburban house in Upper Darby, RI. My mother twists her hair into a knot and holds it in place. On her bed are three other dresses—one slinky and black, one bugle-beaded, one that seems impossibly small. “You look ...”


  Tired. The word bubbles right under my lips.


  My mother goes perfectly still, and I wonder if I’ve said it without meaning to. She holds up a hand, shushing me, her ear cocked to the open doorway. “Did you hear that?”


  “Hear what?”


  “Kate.”


  “I didn’t hear anything.”


  But she doesn’t take my word for it, because when it comes to Kate she doesn’t take anybody’s word for it. She marches upstairs and opens up our bedroom door to find my sister hysterical on her bed, and just like that the world collapses again. My father, a closet astronomer, has tried to explain black holes to me, how they are so heavy they absorb everything, even light, right into their center. Moments like this are the same kind of vacuum; no matter what you cling to, you wind up being sucked in.


  “Kate!” My mother sinks down to the floor, that stupid skirt a cloud around her. “Kate, honey, what hurts?”


  Kate hugs a pillow to her stomach, and tears keep streaming down her face. Her pale hair is stuck to her face in damp streaks; her breathing’s too tight. I stand frozen in the doorway of my own room, waiting for instructions: Call Daddy. Call 911. Call Dr. Chance. My mother goes so far as to shake a better explanation out of Kate. “It’s Preston,” she sobs. “He’s leaving Serena for good.”


  That’s when we notice the TV. On the screen, a blond hottie gives a longing look to a woman crying almost as hard as my sister, and then he slams the door. “But what hurts?” my mother asks, certain there has to be more to it than this.


  “Oh my God,” Kate says, sniffling. “Do you have any idea how much Serena and Preston have been through? Do you?”


  That fist inside me relaxes, now that I know it’s all right. Normal, in our house, is like a blanket too short for a bed—sometimes it covers you just fine, and other times it leaves you cold and shaking; and worst of all, you never know which of the two it’s going to be. I sit down on the end of Kate’s bed. Although I’m only thirteen, I’m taller than her and every now and then people mistakenly assume I’m the older sister. At different times this summer she has been crazy for Callahan, Wyatt, and Liam, the male leads on this soap. Now, I guess, it’s all about Preston. “There was the kidnapping scare,” I volunteer. I actually followed that story line; Kate made me tape the show during her dialysis sessions.


  “And the time she almost married his twin by mistake,” Kate adds.


  “Don’t forget when he died in the boat accident. For two months, anyway.” My mother joins the conversation, and I remember that she used to watch this soap, too, sitting with Kate in the hospital.


  For the first time, Kate seems to notice my mother’s outfit. “What are you wearing?”


  “Oh. Something I’m sending back.” She stands up in front of me so that I can undo her zipper. This mail-order compulsion, for any other mother, would be a wake-up call for therapy; for my mom, it would probably be considered a healthy break. I wonder if it’s putting on someone else’s skin for a while that she likes so much, or if it’s the option of being able to send back a circumstance that just doesn’t suit you. She looks at Kate, hard. “You’re sure nothing hurts?”


  After my mother leaves, Kate sinks a little. That’s the only way to describe it—how fast color drains from her face, how she disappears against the pillows. As she gets sicker, she fades a little more, until I am afraid one day I will wake up and not be able to see her at all. “Move,” Kate orders. “You’re blocking the picture.”


  So I go to sit on my own bed. “It’s only the coming attractions.”


  “Well, if I die tonight I want to know what I’m missing.”


  I fluff my pillows up under my head. Kate, as usual, has swapped so that she has all the funchy ones that don’t feel like rocks under your neck. She’s supposed to deserve this, because she’s three years older than me or because she’s sick or because the moon is in Aquarius—there’s always a reason. I squint at the television, wishing I could flip through the stations, knowing I don’t have a prayer. “Preston looks like he’s made out of plastic.”


  “Then why did I hear you whispering his name last night into your pillow?”


  “Shut up,” I say.


  “You shut up.” Then Kate smiles at me. “He probably is gay, though. Quite a waste, considering the Fitzgerald sisters are—” Wincing, she breaks off mid-sentence, and I roll toward her.


  “Kate?”


  She rubs her lower back. “It’s nothing.”


  It’s her kidneys. “Want me to get Mom?”


  “Not yet.” She reaches between our beds, which are just far apart enough for us to touch each other if we both try. I hold out my hand, too. When we were little we’d make this bridge and try to see how many Barbies we could get to balance on it.


  Lately, I have been having nightmares, where I’m cut into so many pieces that there isn’t enough of me to be put back together.


  •••


  My father says that a fire will burn itself out, unless you open a window and give it fuel. I suppose that’s what I’m doing, when you get right down to it; but then again, my dad also says that when flames are licking at your heels you’ve got to break a wall or two if you want to escape. So when Kate falls asleep from her meds I take the leather binder I keep between my mattress and box spring and go into the bathroom for privacy. I know Kate’s been snooping—I rigged up a red thread between the zipper’s teeth to let me know who was prying into my stuff without my permission, but even though the thread’s been torn there’s nothing missing inside. I turn on the water in the bathtub so it sounds like I’m in there for a reason, and sit down on the floor to count.


  If you add in the twenty dollars from the pawnshop, I have $136.87. It’s not going to be enough, but there’s got to be a way around that. Jesse didn’t have $2,900 when he bought his beat-up Jeep, and the bank gave him some kind of loan. Of course, my parents had to sign the papers, too, and I doubt they’re going to be willing to do that for me, given the circumstances. I count the money a second time, just in case the bills have miraculously reproduced, but math is math and the total stays the same. And then I read the newspaper clippings.


  Campbell Alexander. It’s a stupid name, in my opinion. It sounds like a bar drink that costs too much, or a brokerage firm. But you can’t deny the man’s track record.


  To reach my brother’s room, you actually have to leave the house, which is exactly the way he likes it. When Jesse turned sixteen he moved into the attic over the garage—a perfect arrangement, since he didn’t want my parents to see what he was doing and my parents didn’t really want to see. Blocking the stairs to his place are four snow tires, a small wall of cartons, and an oak desk tipped onto its side. Sometimes I think Jesse sets up these obstacles himself, just to make getting to him more of a challenge.


  I crawl over the mess and up the stairs, which vibrate with the bass from Jesse’s stereo. It takes nearly five whole minutes before he hears me knocking. “What?” he snaps, opening the door a crack.


  “Can I come in?”


  He thinks twice, then steps back to let me enter. The room is a sea of dirty clothes and magazines and leftover Chinese take-out cartons; it smells like the sweaty tongue of a hockey skate. The only neat spot is the shelf where Jesse keeps his special collection—a Jaguar’s silver mascot, a Mercedes symbol, a Mustang’s horse—hood ornaments that he told me he just found lying around, although I’m not dumb enough to believe him.


  Don’t get me wrong—it isn’t that my parents don’t care about Jesse or whatever trouble he’s gotten himself mixed up in. It’s just that they don’t really have time to care about it, because it’s a problem somewhere lower on the totem pole.


  Jesse ignores me, going back to whatever he was doing on the far side of the mess. My attention is caught by a Crock-Pot—one that disappeared out of the kitchen a few months ago—which now sits on top of Jesse’s TV with a copper tube threaded out of its lid and down through a plastic milk jug filled with ice, emptying into a glass Mason jar. Jesse may be a borderline delinquent, but he’s brilliant. Just as I’m about to touch the contraption, Jesse turns around. “Hey!” He fairly flies over the couch to knock my hand away. “You’ll screw up the condensing coil.”


  “Is this what I think it is?”


  A nasty grin itches over his face. “Depends on what you think it is.” He jimmies out the Mason jar, so that liquid drips onto the carpet. “Have a taste.”


  For a still made out of spit and glue, it produces pretty potent moonshine whiskey. An inferno races so fast through my belly and legs I fall back onto the couch. “Disgusting,” I gasp.


  Jesse laughs and takes a swig, too, although for him it goes down easier. “So what do you want from me?”


  “How do you know I want something?”


  “Because no one comes up here on a social call,” he says, sitting on the arm of the couch. “And if it was something about Kate, you would’ve already told me.”


  “It is about Kate. Sort of.” I press the newspaper clippings into my brother’s hand; they’ll do a better job explaining than I ever could. He scans them, then looks me right in the eye. His are the palest shade of silver, so surprising that sometimes when he stares at you, you can completely forget what you were planning to say.


  “Don’t mess with the system, Anna,” he says bitterly. “We’ve all got our scripts down pat. Kate plays the Martyr. I’m the Lost Cause. And you, you’re the Peacekeeper.”


  He thinks he knows me, but that goes both ways—and when it comes to friction, Jesse is an addict. I look right at him. “Says who?”


  •••


  Jesse agrees to wait for me in the parking lot. It’s one of the few times I can recall him doing anything I tell him to do. I walk around to the front of the building, which has two gargoyles guarding its entrance.


  Campbell Alexander, Esquire’s office is on the third floor. The walls are paneled with wood the color of a chestnut mare’s coat, and when I step onto the thick Oriental rug on the floor, my sneakers sink an inch. The secretary is wearing black pumps so shiny I can see my own face in them. I glance down at my cutoffs and the Keds that I tattooed last week with Magic Markers when I was bored.


  The secretary has perfect skin and perfect eyebrows and honeybee lips, and she’s using them to scream bloody murder at whoever’s on the other end of the phone. “You cannot expect me to tell a judge that. Just because you don’t want to hear Kleman rant and rave doesn’t mean that I have to ... no, actually, that raise was for the exceptional job I do and the crap I put up with on a daily basis, and as a matter of fact, while we’re on—” She holds the phone away from her ear; I can make out the buzz of disconnection. “Bastard,” she mutters, and then seems to realize I’m standing three feet away. “Can I help you?”


  She looks me over from head to toe, rating me on a general scale of first impressions, and finding me severely lacking. I lift my chin and pretend to be far more cool than I actually am. “I have an appointment with Mr. Alexander. At four o’clock.”


  “Your voice,” she says. “On the phone, you didn’t sound quite so ...”


  Young?


  She smiles uncomfortably. “We don’t try juvenile cases, as a rule. If you’d like I can offer you the names of some practicing attorneys who—”


  I take a deep breath. “Actually,” I interrupt, “you’re wrong. Smith v. Whately, Edmunds v. Womens and Infants Hospital, and Jerome v. the Diocese of Providence all involved litigants under the age of eighteen. All three resulted in verdicts for Mr. Alexander’s clients. And those were just in the past year.”


  The secretary blinks at me. Then a slow smile toasts her face, as if she’s decided she just might like me after all. “Come to think of it, why don’t you just wait in his office?” she suggests, and she stands up to show me the way.


  •••


  Even if I spend every minute of the rest of my life reading, I do not believe that I will ever manage to consume the sheer number of words routed high and low on the walls of Campbell Alexander, Esquire’s office. I do the math—if there are 400 words or so on every page, and each of those legal books are 400 pages, and there are twenty on a shelf and six shelves per bookcase—why, you’re pushing nineteen million words, and that’s only partway across the room.


  I’m alone in the office long enough to note that his desk is so neat, you could play Chinese football on the blotter; that there is not a single photo of a wife or a kid or even himself; and that in spite of the fact that the room is spotless, there’s a mug full of water sitting on the floor.


  I find myself making up explanations: it’s a swimming pool for an army of ants. It’s some kind of primitive humidifier. It’s a mirage.


  I’ve nearly convinced myself about that last one, and am leaning over to touch it to see if it’s real, when the door bursts open. I practically fall out of my chair and that puts me eye to eye with an incoming German shepherd, which spears me with a look and then marches over to the mug and starts to drink.


  Campbell Alexander comes in, too. He’s got black hair and he’s at least as tall as my dad—six feet—with a right-angle jaw and eyes that look frozen over. He shrugs out of a suit jacket and hangs it neatly on the back of the door, then yanks a file out of a cabinet before moving to his desk. He never makes eye contact with me, but he starts talking all the same. “I don’t want any Girl Scout cookies,” Campbell Alexander says. “Although you do get Brownie points for tenacity. Ha.” He smiles at his own joke.


  “I’m not selling anything.”


  He glances at me curiously, then pushes a button on his phone. “Kerri,” he says when the secretary answers. “What is this doing in my office?”


  “I’m here to retain you,” I say.


  The lawyer releases the intercom button. “I don’t think so.”


  “You don’t even know if I have a case.”


  I take a step forward; so does the dog. For the first time I realize it’s wearing one of those vests with a red cross on it, like a St. Bernard that might carry rum up a snowy mountain. I automatically reach out to pet him. “Don’t,” Alexander says. “Judge is a service dog.”


  My hand goes back to my side. “But you aren’t blind.”


  “Thank you for pointing that out to me.”


  “So what’s the matter with you?”


  The minute I say it, I want to take it back. Haven’t I watched Kate field this question from hundreds of rude people?


  “I have an iron lung,” Campbell Alexander says curtly, “and the dog keeps me from getting too close to magnets. Now, if you’d do me the exalted honor of leaving, my secretary can find you the name of someone who—”


  But I can’t go yet. “Did you really sue God?” I take out all the newspaper clippings, smooth them on the bare desk.


  A muscle tics in his cheek, and then he picks up the article lying on top. “I sued the Diocese of Providence, on behalf of a kid in one of their orphanages who needed an experimental treatment involving fetal tissue, which they felt violated Vatican II. However, it makes a much better headline to say that a nine-year-old is suing God for being stuck with the short end of the straw in life.” I just stare at him. “Dylan Jerome,” the lawyer admits, “wanted to sue God for not caring enough about him.”


  A rainbow might as well have cracked down the middle of that big mahogany desk. “Mr. Alexander,” I say, “my sister has leukemia.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that. But even if I were willing to litigate against God again, which I’m not, you can’t bring a lawsuit on someone else’s behalf.”


  There is way too much to explain—my own blood seeping into my sister’s veins; the nurses holding me down to stick me for white cells Kate might borrow; the doctor saying they didn’t get enough the first time around. The bruises and the deep bone ache after I gave up my marrow; the shots that sparked more stem cells in me, so that there’d be extra for my sister. The fact that I’m not sick, but I might as well be. The fact that the only reason I was born was as a harvest crop for Kate. The fact that even now, a major decision about me is being made, and no one’s bothered to ask the one person who most deserves it to speak her opinion.


  There’s way too much to explain, and so I do the best I can. “It’s not God. Just my parents,” I say. “I want to sue them for the rights to my own body.”


  CAMPBELL
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  WHEN YOU ONLY HAVE A HAMMER, everything looks like a nail.


  This is something my father, the first Campbell Alexander, used to say; it is also in my opinion the cornerstone of the American civil justice system. Simply put, people who have been backed into a corner will do anything to fight their way to the center again. For some, this means throwing punches. For others, it means instigating a lawsuit. And for that, I’m especially grateful.


  On the periphery of my desk Kerri has arranged my messages the way I prefer—urgent ones written on green Post-its, less pressing matters on yellow ones, lined up in neat columns like a double game of solitaire. One phone number catches my eye, and I frown, moving the green Post-it to the yellow side instead. Your mother called four times!!! Kerri has written. On second thought, I rip the Post-it in half and send it sailing into the trash.


  The girl sitting across from me waits for an answer, one I’m deliberately withholding. She says she wants to sue her parents, like every other teenager on the planet. But she wants to sue for the rights to her own body. It is exactly the kind of case I avoid like the Black Plague—one which requires far too much effort and client baby-sitting. With a sigh, I get up. “What did you say your name was?”


  “I didn’t.” She sits a little straighter. “It’s Anna Fitzgerald.”


  I open the door and bellow for my secretary. “Kerri! Can you get the Planned Parenthood number for Ms. Fitzgerald?”


  “What?” When I turn around, the kid is standing. “Planned Parenthood?”


  “Look, Anna, here’s a little advice. Instigating a lawsuit because your parents won’t let you get birth control pills or go to an abortion clinic is like using a sledgehammer to kill a mosquito. You can save your allowance money and go to Planned Parenthood; they’re far better equipped to deal with your problem.”


  For the first time since I’ve entered my office, I really, truly look at her. Anger glows around this kid like electricity. “My sister is dying, and my mother wants me to donate one of my kidneys to her,” she says hotly. “Somehow I don’t think a handful of free condoms is going to take care of that.”


  You know how every now and then, you have a moment where your whole life stretches out ahead of you like a forked road, and even as you choose one gritty path you’ve got your eyes on the other the whole time, certain that you’re making a mistake? Kerri approaches, holding out a strip of paper with the number I’ve asked for, but I close the door without taking it and walk back to my desk. “No one can make you donate an organ if you don’t want to.”


  “Oh, really?” She leans forward, counting off on her fingers. “The first time I gave something to my sister, it was cord blood, and I was a newborn. She has leukemia—APL—and my cells put her into remission. The next time she relapsed, I was five and I had lymphocytes drawn from me, three times over, because the doctors never seemed to get enough of them the first time around. When that stopped working, they took bone marrow for a transplant. When Kate got infections, I had to donate granulocytes. When she relapsed again, I had to donate peripheral blood stem cells.”


  This girl’s medical vocabulary would put some of my paid experts to shame. I pull a legal pad out of a drawer. “Obviously, you’ve agreed to be a donor for your sister before.”


  She hesitates, then shakes her head. “Nobody ever asked.”


  “Did you tell your parents you don’t want to donate a kidney?”


  “They don’t listen to me.”


  “They might, if you mentioned this.”


  She looks down, so that her hair covers her face. “They don’t really pay attention to me, except when they need my blood or something. I wouldn’t even be alive, if it wasn’t for Kate being sick.”


  An heir and a spare: this was a custom that went back to my ancestors in England. It sounded callous—having a subsequent child just in case the first one happens to die—yet it had been eminently practical once. Being an afterthought might not sit well with this kid, but the truth is that children are conceived for less than admirable reasons every single day: to glue a bad marriage together; to keep the family name alive; to mold in a parent’s own image. “They had me so that I could save Kate,” the girl explains. “They went to special doctors and everything, and picked the embryo that would be a perfect genetic match.”


  There had been ethics courses in law school, but they were generally regarded as either a gut or an oxymoron, and I usually skipped them. Still, anyone who tuned in periodically to CNN would know about the controversies of stem cell research. Spare-parts babies, designer infants, the science of tomorrow to save the children of today.


  I tap my pen on the desk, and Judge—my dog—sidles closer. “What happens if you don’t give your sister a kidney?”


  “She’ll die.”


  “And you’re okay with that?”


  Anna’s mouth sets in a thin line. “I’m here, aren’t I?”


  “Yes, you are. I’m just trying to figure out what made you want to put your foot down, after all this time.”


  She looks over at the bookshelf. “Because,” she says simply, “it never stops.”


  Suddenly, something seems to jog her memory. She reaches into her pocket and puts a wad of crumpled bills and change onto my desk. “You don’t have to worry about getting paid, either. That’s $136.87. I know it’s not enough, but I’ll figure out a way to get more.”


  “I charge two hundred an hour.”


  “Dollars?”


  “Wampum doesn’t fit in the ATM deposit slot,” I say.


  “Maybe I could walk your dog, or something.”


  “Service dogs get walked by their owners.” I shrug. “We’ll work something out.”


  “You can’t be my lawyer for free,” she insists.


  “Fine, then. You can polish my doorknobs.” It’s not that I’m a particularly charitable man, but rather that legally, this case is a lock: she doesn’t want to give a kidney; no court in its right mind would force her to give up a kidney; I don’t have to do any legal research; the parents will cave in before we go to trial, and that will be that. Plus, the case will generate a ton of publicity for me, and will jack up my pro bono for the whole damn decade. “I’m going to file a petition for you in family court: legal emancipation for medical purposes,” I say.


  “Then what?”


  “There will be a hearing, and the judge will appoint a guardian ad litem, which is—”


  “—a person trained to work with kids in the family court, who determines what’s in the child’s best interests,” Anna recites. “Or in other words, just another grown-up deciding what happens to me.”


  “Well, that’s the way the law works, and you can’t get around it. But a GAL is theoretically only looking out for you, not your sister or your parents.”


  She watches me take out a legal pad and scrawl a few notes. “Does it bother you that your name is backward?”


  “What?” I stop writing, and stare at her.


  “Campbell Alexander. Your last name is a first name, and your first name is a last name.” She pauses. “Or a soup.”


  “And how does that have any bearing on your case?”


  “It doesn’t,” Anna admits, “except that it was a pretty bad decision your parents made for you.”


  I reach across my desk to hand her a card. “If you have any questions, call me.”


  She takes it, and runs her fingers over the raised lettering of my name. My backward name. For the love of God. Then she leans across the desk, grabs my pad, and tears the bottom off the page. Borrowing my pen, she writes something down and hands it back to me. I glance down at the note in my hand:


  Anna 555 3211 [image: Images]


  “If you have any questions,” she says.


  •••


  When I walk out to the reception area, Anna is gone and Kerri sits at her desk, a catalog spread-eagled across it. “Did you know they used to use those L. L. Bean canvas bags to carry ice?”


  “Yeah.” And vodka and Bloody Mary mix. Toted from the cottage to the beach every Saturday morning. Which reminds me, my mother called.


  Kerri has an aunt who makes her living as a psychic, and every now and then this genetic predisposition rears its head. Or maybe she’s just been working for me long enough to know most of my secrets. At any rate, she knows what I am thinking. “She says your father’s taken up with a seventeen-year-old and that discretion isn’t in his vocabulary and that she’s checking herself into The Pines unless you call her by ...” Kerri glances at her watch. “Oops.”


  “How many times has she threatened to commit herself this week?”


  “Only three,” Kerri says.


  “We’re still way below average.” I lean over the desk and close the catalog. “Time to earn a living, Ms. Donatelli.”


  “What’s going on?”


  “That girl, Anna Fitzgerald—”


  “Planned Parenthood?”


  “Not quite,” I say. “We’re representing her. I need to dictate a petition for medical emancipation, so that you can file it with the family court by tomorrow.”


  “Get out! You’re representing her?”


  I put a hand over my heart. “I’m wounded that you think so little of me.”


  “Actually, I was thinking about your wallet. Do her parents know?”


  “They will by tomorrow.”


  “Are you a complete idiot?”


  “Excuse me?”


  Kerri shakes her head. “Where’s she going to live?”


  The comment stops me. In fact, I hadn’t really considered it. But a girl who brings a lawsuit against her parents will not be particularly comfortable residing under the same roof, once the papers are served.


  Suddenly Judge is at my side, pushing against my thigh with his nose. I shake my head, annoyed. Timing is everything. “Give me fifteen minutes,” I tell Kerri. “I’ll call you when I’m ready.”


  “Campbell,” Kerri presses, relentless, “you can’t expect a kid to fend for herself.”


  I head back into my office. Judge follows, pausing just inside the threshold. “It’s not my problem,” I say; and then I close the door, lock it securely, and wait.


  SARA
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  1990


  THE BRUISE IS THE SIZE AND SHAPE of a four-leaf clover, and sits square between Kate’s shoulder blades. Jesse is the one to find it, while they are both in the bathtub. “Mommy,” he asks, “does that mean she’s lucky?”


  I try to rub it off first, assuming it’s dirt, without success. Kate, two, the subject of scrutiny, stares up at me with her china blue eyes. “Does it hurt?” I ask her, and she shakes her head.


  Somewhere in the hallway behind me, Brian is telling me about his day. He smells faintly of smoke. “So the guy bought a case of expensive cigars,” he says, “and had them insured against fire for $15,000. Next thing you know, the insurance company gets a claim, saying all the cigars were lost in a series of small fires.”


  “He smoked them?” I say, washing the soap out of Jesse’s hair.


  Brian leans against the threshold of the door. “Yeah. But the judge ruled that the company guaranteed the cigars as insurable against fire, without defining acceptable fire.”


  “Hey, Kate, does it hurt now?” Jesse says, and he presses his thumb, hard, against the bruise on his sister’s spine.


  Kate howls, lurches, and spills bathwater all over me. I lift her out of the water, slick as a fish, and pass her over to Brian. Pale towheads bent together, they are a matched set. Jesse looks more like me—skinny, dark, cerebral. Brian says this is how we know our family is complete: we each have our clone. “You get yourself out of the tub this minute,” I tell Jesse.


  He stands up, a sluice of four-year-old boy, and manages to trip as he navigates the wide lip of the tub. He smacks his knee hard, and bursts into tears.


  I gather Jesse into a towel, soothing him as I try to continue my conversation with my husband. This is the language of a marriage: Morse code, punctuated by baths and dinners and stories before bed. “So who subpoenaed you?” I ask Brian. “The defendant?”


  “The prosecution. The insurance company paid out the money, and then had him arrested for twenty-four counts of arson. I got to be their expert.”


  Brian, a career firefighter, can walk into a blackened structure and find the spot where the flames began: a charred cigarette butt, an exposed wire. Every holocaust starts with an ember. You just have to know what to look for.


  “The judge threw out the case, right?”


  “The judge sentenced him to twenty-four consecutive one-year terms,” Brian says. He puts Kate down on the floor and begins to pull her pajamas over her head.


  In my previous life, I was a civil attorney. At one point I truly believed that was what I wanted to be—but that was before I’d been handed a fistful of crushed violets from a toddler. Before I understood that the smile of a child is a tattoo: indelible art.


  It drives my sister Suzanne crazy. She’s a finance whiz who decimated the glass ceiling at the Bank of Boston, and according to her, I am a waste of cerebral evolution. But I think half the battle is figuring out what works for you, and I am much better at being a mother than I ever would have been as a lawyer. I sometimes wonder if it is just me, or if there are other women who figure out where they are supposed to be by going nowhere.


  I look up from drying Jesse off, and find Brian staring at me. “Do you miss it, Sara?” he asks quietly.


  I wrap our son in the towel and kiss him on the crown of his head. “Like I’d miss a root canal,” I say.


  •••


  By the time I wake up the next morning, Brian has already left for work. He’s on two days, then two nights, and then off for four, before the cycle repeats again. Glancing at the clock, I realize I’ve slept past nine. More amazingly, my children have not woken me up. In my bathrobe, I run downstairs, where I find Jesse playing on the floor with blocks. “I eated breakfast,” he informs me. “I made some for you, too.”


  Sure enough, there is cereal spilled all over the kitchen table, and a frighteningly precarious chair poised beneath the cabinet that holds the corn flakes. A trail of milk leads from the refrigerator to the bowl. “Where’s Kate?”


  “Sleeping,” Jesse says. “I tried poking her and everything.”


  My children are a natural alarm clock; the thought of Kate sleeping so late makes me remember that she’s been sniffling lately, and then wonder if that’s why she was so tired last night. I walk upstairs, calling her name loud. In her bedroom, she rolls toward me, swimming up from the dark to focus on my face.


  “Rise and shine.” I pull up her shades, let the sun spill over her blankets. I sit her up and rub her back. “Let’s get you dressed,” I say, and I peel her pajama top over her head.


  Trailing her spine, like a line of small blue jewels, are a string of bruises.


  •••


  “Anemia, right?” I ask the pediatrician. “Kids her age don’t get mono, do they?”


  Dr. Wayne pulls his stethoscope away from Kate’s narrow chest and tugs down her pink shirt. “It could be a virus. I’d like to draw some blood and run a few tests.”


  Jesse, who has been patiently playing with a GI Joe that has no head, perks up at this news. “You know how they draw blood, Kate?”


  “Crayons?”


  “With needles. Great big long ones that they stick in like a shot—”


  “Jesse,” I warn.


  “Shot?” Kate shrieks. “Ouch?”


  My daughter, who trusts me to tell her when it’s safe to cross the street, to cut her meat into tiny pieces, and to protect her from all sorts of horrible things like large dogs and darkness and loud firecrackers, stares at me with great expectation. “Only a small one,” I promise.


  When the pediatric nurse comes in with her tray, her syringe, her vials, and her rubber tourniquet, Kate starts to scream. I take a deep breath. “Kate, look at me.” Her cries bubble down to small hiccups. “It’s just going to be a tiny pinch.”


  “Liar,” Jesse whispers under his breath.


  Kate relaxes, just the slightest bit. The nurse lays her down on the examination table and asks me to hold down her shoulders. I watch the needle break the white skin of her arm; I hear the sudden scream—but there isn’t any blood flowing. “Sorry, sugar,” the nurse says. “I’m going to have to try again.” She removes the needle, and sticks Kate again, who howls even louder.


  Kate struggles in earnest through the first and second vials. By the third, she has gone completely limp. I don’t know which is worse.


  •••


  We wait for the results of the blood test. Jesse lies on his belly on the waiting room rug, picking up God knows what sorts of germs from all the sick children who pass through this office. What I want is for the pediatrician to come out, tell me to get Kate home and make her drink lots of orange juice, and wave a prescription for Ceclor in front of us like a magic wand.


  It is an hour before Dr. Wayne summons us to his office again. “Kate’s tests were a little problematic,” he says. “Specifically, her white cell count. It’s much lower than normal.”


  “What does that mean?” In that moment, I curse myself for going to law school, and not med school. I try to remember what white cells even do.


  “She may have some sort of autoimmune deficiency. Or it might just be a lab error.” He touches Kate’s hair. “I think, just to be safe, I’m going to send you up to a hematologist at the hospital, to repeat the test.”


  I am thinking: You must be kidding. But instead, I watch my hand move of its own accord to take the piece of paper Dr. Wayne offers. Not a prescription, as I’d hoped, but a name. Ileana Farquad, Providence Hospital, Hematology/Oncology.


  “Oncology.” I shake my head. “But that’s cancer.” I wait for Dr. Wayne to assure me it’s only part of the physician’s title, to explain that the blood lab and the cancer ward simply share a physical location, and nothing more.


  He doesn’t.


  •••


  The dispatcher at the fire station tells me that Brian is on a medical call. He left with the rescue truck twenty minutes ago. I hesitate, and look down at Kate, who’s slumped in one of the plastic seats in the hospital waiting room. A medical call.


  I think there are crossroads in our lives when we make grand, sweeping decisions without even realizing it. Like scanning the newspaper headline at a red light, and therefore missing the rogue van that jumps the line of traffic and causes an accident. Entering a coffee shop on a whim and meeting the man you will marry one day, while he’s digging for change at the counter. Or this one: instructing your husband to meet you, when for hours you have been convincing yourself this is nothing important at all.


  “Radio him,” I say. “Tell him we’re at the hospital.”


  •••


  There is a comfort to having Brian beside me, as if we are now a pair of sentries, a double line of defense. We have been at Providence Hospital for three hours, and with every passing minute it gets more difficult to deceive myself into believing that Dr. Wayne made a mistake. Jesse is asleep in a plastic chair. Kate has undergone another traumatic blood draw, and a chest X ray, because I mentioned that she has a cold.


  “Five months,” Brian says carefully to the resident sitting in front of him with a clipboard. Then he looks at me. “Isn’t that when she rolled over?”


  “I think so.” By now the doctor has asked us everything from what we were wearing the night Kate was conceived to when she first mastered holding a spoon.


  “Her first word?” he asks.


  Brian smiles. “Dada.”


  “I meant when.”


  “Oh.” He frowns. “I think she was just shy of one.”


  “Excuse me,” I say. “Can you tell me why any of this is important?”


  “It’s just a medical history, Mrs. Fitzgerald. We want to know everything we can about your daughter, so that we can understand what’s wrong with her.”


  “Mr. and Mrs. Fitzgerald?” A young woman approaches, wearing a lab coat. “I’m a phlebotomist. Dr. Farquad wants me to do a coag panel on Kate.”


  At the sound of her name, Kate blinks up from my lap. She takes one look at the white coat and slides her arms inside the sleeves of her own shirt.


  “Can’t you do a finger stick?”


  “No, this is really the easiest way.”


  Suddenly I remember how, when I was pregnant with Kate, she would get the hiccups. For hours at a time, my stomach would twitch. Every move she made, even ones that small, forced me to do something I could not control.


  “Do you think,” I say quietly, “that’s what I want to hear? When you go down to the cafeteria and ask for coffee, would you like it if someone gave you Coke, because it’s easier to reach? When you go to pay by credit card, would you like it if you were told that’s too much hassle, so you’d better break out your cash?”


  “Sara.” Brian’s voice is a distant wind.


  “Do you think that it’s easy for me to be sitting here with my child and not have any idea what’s going on or why you’re doing all these tests? Do you think it’s easy for her? Since when does anyone get the option to do what’s easiest?”


  “Sara.” It is only when Brian’s hand falls onto my shoulder that I realize how hard I am shaking.


  One more moment, and then the woman storms away, her clogs striking the tile floor. The minute she is out of sight I wilt.


  “Sara,” Brian says. “What’s the matter with you?”


  “What’s the matter with me? I don’t know, Brian, because no one is coming to tell us what’s wrong with—”


  He wraps me in his arms, Kate caught between us like a gasp. “Ssh,” he says. He tells me it’s going to be all right, and for the first time in my life I don’t believe him.


  Suddenly Dr. Farquad, whom we have not seen for hours, comes into the room. “I hear there was a little problem with the coagulopathy panel.” She pulls up a chair in front of us. “Kate’s complete blood count had some abnormal results. Her white blood count is very low—1.3. Her hemoglobin is 7.5, her hematocrit is 18.4, her platelets are 81,000, and her neutrophils are 0.6. Numbers like that sometimes indicate an autoimmune disease. But Kate’s also presenting with twelve percent promyelocytes, and five percent blasts, and that suggests a leukemic syndrome.”


  “Leukemic,” I repeat. The word is runny, slippery, like the white of an egg.


  Dr. Farquad nods. “Leukemia is a blood cancer.”


  Brian only stares at her, his eyes fixed. “What does that mean?”


  “Think of bone marrow as a childcare center for developing cells. Healthy bodies make blood cells that stay in the marrow until they’re mature enough to go out and fight disease or clot or carry oxygen or whatever it is that they’re supposed to do. In a person with leukemia, the childcare-center doors are opened too early. Immature blood cells wind up circulating, unable to do their job. It’s not always odd to see promyelocytes in a CBC, but when we checked Kate’s under a microscope, we could see abnormalities.” She looks in turn at each of us. “I’ll need to do a bone marrow aspiration to confirm this, but it seems that Kate has acute promyelocytic leukemia.”


  My tongue is pinned by the weight of the question that, a moment later, Brian forces out of his own throat: “Is she... is she going to die?”


  I want to shake Dr. Farquad. I want to tell her I will draw the blood for the coag panel myself from Kate’s arms if it means she will take back what she said. “APL is a very rare subgroup of myeloid leukemia. Only about twelve hundred people a year are diagnosed with it. The rate of survival for APL patients is twenty to thirty percent, if treatment starts immediately.”


  I push the numbers out of my head and instead sink my teeth into the rest of her sentence. “There’s a treatment,” I repeat.


  “Yes. With aggressive treatment, myeloid leukemias carry a survival prognosis of nine months to three years.”


  Last week, I had stood in the doorway of Kate’s bedroom, watching her clutch a satin security blanket in her sleep, a shred of fabric she was rarely without. You mark my words, I had whispered to Brian. She’ll never give that up. I’m going to have to sew it into the lining of her wedding dress.


  “We’ll need to do that bone marrow aspiration. We’ll sedate her with a light general anesthetic. And we can draw the coag panel while she’s asleep.” The doctor leans forward, sympathetic. “You need to know that kids beat the odds. Every single day.”


  “Okay,” Brian says. He claps his hands together, as if he is gearing up for a football game. “Okay.”


  Kate pulls her head away from my shirt. Her cheeks are flushed, her expression wary.


  This is a mistake. This is someone else’s unfortunate vial of blood that the doctor has analyzed. Look at my child, at the shine of her flyaway curls and the butterfly flight of her smile—this is not the face of someone dying by degrees.


  I have only known her for two years. But if you took every memory, every moment, if you stretched them end to end—they’d reach forever.


  •••


  They roll up a sheet and tuck it under Kate’s belly. They tape her down to the examination table, two long strips. One nurse strokes Kate’s hand, even after the anesthesia has kicked in and she’s asleep. Her lower back is bared for the long needle that will go into her iliac crest to extract marrow.


  When they gently turn Kate’s face to the other side, the tissue paper beneath her cheek is damp. I learn from my own daughter that you don’t have to be awake to cry.


  •••


  Driving home, I am struck by the sudden thought that the world is inflatable—trees and grass and houses ready to collapse with the single prick of a pin. I have the sense that if I veer the car to the left, smash through the picket fence and the Little Tykes playground, it will bounce us back like a rubber bumper.


  We pass a truck. Batchelder Casket Company, it reads on the side. Drive Safely. Isn’t that a conflict of interest?


  Kate sits in her car seat, eating animal crackers. “Play,” she commands.


  In the rearview mirror, her face is luminous. Objects are closer than they appear. I watch her hold up the first cracker. “What does the tiger say?” I manage.


  “Rrrroar.” She bites off its head, then waves another cracker.


  “What does the elephant say?”


  Kate giggles, then trumpets through her nose.


  I wonder if it will happen in her sleep. Or if she will cry. If there will be some kind nurse who gives her something for the pain. I envision my child dying, while she is happy and laughing two feet behind me.


  “Giraffe say?” Kate asks. “Giraffe?”


  Her voice, it’s so full of the future. “Giraffes don’t say anything,” I answer.


  “Why?”


  “Because that’s how they’re born,” I tell her, and then my throat swells shut.


  •••


  The phone rings just as I come in from the neighbor’s house, having arranged for her to take care of Jesse while we take care of Kate. We have no protocol for this situation. Our only baby-sitters are still in high school; all four grandparents are deceased; we’ve never dealt with day care providers—taking care of the children is my job.


  By the time I come into the kitchen, Brian is well into conversation with the caller. The phone cord is wrapped around his knees, an umbilicus. “Yeah,” he says, “hard to believe. I haven’t made it into a single game this season ... no point, now that they’ve traded him.” His eyes meet mine as I put on the kettle for tea. “Oh, Sara’s great. And the kids, uh-huh, they’re fine. Right. You give my best to Lucy. Thanks for calling, Don.” He hangs up. “Don Thurman,” he explains. “From the fire academy, remember? Nice guy.”


  As he stares at me, the genial smile sloughs off his face. The teakettle starts to whistle, but neither of us makes a motion to move it off the burner. I look at Brian, cross my arms.


  “I couldn’t,” he says quietly. “Sara, I just couldn’t.”


  •••


  In bed that night, Brian is an obelisk, another shape breaking the darkness. Although we have not spoken for hours, I know that he is every bit as awake as I am.


  This is happening to us because I yelled at Jesse last week, yesterday, moments ago. This is happening because I didn’t buy Kate the M&Ms she wanted at the grocery store. This is happening because once, for a split second, I wondered what my life would have been like if I’d never had children. This is happening because I did not realize how good I have it.


  “Do you think we did it to her?” Brian asks.


  “Did it to her?” I turn to him. “How?”


  “Like, our genes. You know.”


  I don’t respond.


  “Providence Hospital doesn’t know anything,” he says fiercely. “Do you remember when the chief’s son broke his left arm, and they put a cast on the right one?”


  I stare at the ceiling again. “Just so you know,” I say, more loudly than I’ve intended, “I’m not going to let Kate die.”


  There is an awful sound beside me—an animal wounded, a drowning gasp. Then Brian presses his face against my shoulder, sobs into my skin. He wraps his arms around me and holds on as if he’s losing his balance. “I’m not,” I repeat, but even to myself, it sounds like I am trying too hard.


  BRIAN
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  FOR EVERY NINETEEN DEGREES HOTTER a fire burns, it doubles in size. This is what I am thinking while I watch sparks shoot out of the incinerator chimney, a thousand new stars. The dean of Brown University’s medical school wrings his hands beside me. In my heavy coat, I am sweating.


  We’ve brought an engine, a ladder, and a rescue truck. We have assessed all four sides of the building. We’ve confirmed that no one is inside. Well, except for the body that got stuck in the incinerator, and caused this.


  “He was a large man,” the dean says. “This is what we always do with the subjects when the anatomy classes are through.”


  “Hey, Cap,” Paulie yells. Today, he is my main pump operator. “Red’s got the hydrant dressed. You want me to charge a line?”


  I am not certain, yet, that I will take a hose up. This furnace was designed to consume remains at 1,600 degrees Fahrenheit. There is fire above and below the body.


  “Well?” the dean says. “Aren’t you going to do something?”


  It is the biggest mistake rookies make: the assumption that fighting a fire means rushing in with a stream of water. Sometimes, that makes it worse. In this case, it would spread biohazardous waste all over the place. I’m thinking we need to keep the furnace closed, and make sure the fire doesn’t get out of the chimney. A fire can’t burn forever. Eventually, it consumes itself.


  “Yes,” I tell him. “I’m going to wait and see.”


  •••


  When I work the night shift, I eat dinner twice. The first meal is early, an accommodation made by my family so that we can all sit around a table together. Tonight, Sara makes a roast beef. It sits on the table like a sleeping infant as she calls us for supper.


  Kate is the first to slip into her seat. “Hey baby,” I say, squeezing her hand. When she smiles at me, it doesn’t reach her eyes. “What have you been up to?”


  She pushes her beans around her plate. “Saving Third World countries, splitting a few atoms, and finishing up the Great American Novel. In between dialysis, of course.”


  “Of course.”


  Sara turns around, brandishing a knife. “Whatever I did,” I say, shrinking away, “I’m sorry.”


  She ignores me. “Carve the roast, will you?”


  I take the carving utensils and slice into the roast beef just as Jesse sloughs into the kitchen. We allow him to live over the garage, but he is required to eat with us; it’s part of the bargain. His eyes are devil-red; his clothes are ringed with sweet smoke. “Look at that,” Sara sighs, but when I turn, she is staring at the roast. “It’s too rare.” She picks the pan up with her bare hands, as if her skin is coated with asbestos. She sticks the beef back into the oven.


  Jesse reaches for a bowl of mashed potatoes and begins to heap them onto his plate. More, and more, and more again.


  “You reek,” Kate says, waving her hand in front of her face.


  Jesse ignores her, taking a bite of his potatoes. I wonder what it says about me, that I am actually thrilled I can identify pot running through his system, as opposed to some of the others—Ecstasy, heroin, and God knows what else—which leave less of a trace.


  “Not all of us enjoy Eau de Stoned,” Kate mutters.


  “Not all of us can get our drugs through a portacath,” Jesse answers.


  Sara holds up her hands. “Please. Could we just ... not?”


  “Where’s Anna?” Kate asks.


  “Wasn’t she in your room?”


  “Not since this morning.”


  Sara sticks her head through the kitchen door. “Anna! Dinner!”


  “Look at what I bought today,” Kate says, plucking at her T-shirt. It is a psychedelic tie-dye, with a crab on the front, and the word Cancer. “Get it?”


  “You’re a Leo.” Sara looks like she is on the verge of tears.


  “How’s that roast coming?” I ask, to distract her.


  Just then, Anna enters the kitchen. She throws herself into her chair and ducks her head. “Where have you been?” Kate says.


  “Around.” Anna looks down at her plate, but makes no effort to serve herself.


  This is not Anna. I am used to struggling with Jesse, to lightening Kate’s load; but Anna is our family’s constant. Anna comes in with a smile. Anna tells us about the robin she found with a broken wing and a blush on its cheek; or about the mother she saw at Wal-Mart with not one but two sets of twins. Anna gives us a backbeat, and seeing her sitting there unresponsive makes me realize that silence has a sound.


  “Something happen today?” I ask.


  She looks up at Kate, assuming the question has been put to her sister, and then startles when she realizes I am talking to her. “No.”


  “You feel okay?”


  Again, Anna does a double take; this is a question we usually reserve for Kate. “Fine.”


  “Because you’re, you know, not eating.”


  Anna looks down on her plate, notices that it’s empty, and then heaps it high with food. She shovels green beans into her mouth, two forkfuls.


  Out of the blue I remember when the kids were little, crammed into the back of the car like cigars wedged in a box, and I would sing to them. Anna anna bo banna, banana fanna fo fanna, me my mo manna ... Anna. (“Chuck,” Jesse would yell out. “Do Chuck!”)


  “Hey.” Kate points to Anna’s neck. “Your locket’s missing.”


  It’s the one I gave her, years ago. Anna’s hand comes up to her collarbone. “Did you lose it?” I ask.


  She shrugs. “Maybe I’m just not in the mood to wear it.”


  She’s never taken it off, far as I know. Sara pulls the roast out of the oven and sets it on the table. As she picks up the knife to carve, she looks over at Kate. “Speaking of things we’re not in the mood to wear,” she says, “go put on another shirt.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I said so.”


  “That’s not a reason.”


  Sara spears the roast with the knife. “Because I find it offensive at the dinner table.”


  “It’s not any more offensive than Jesse’s metalhead shirts. What’s the one you had on yesterday? Alabama Thunder Pussy?”


  Jesse rolls his eyes toward her. It’s an expression I’ve seen before: the horse in a spaghetti Western, gone lame, the moment before it’s shot for mercy.


  Sara saws through the meat. Pink before, now it is an overcooked log. “Now look,” she says. “It’s ruined.”


  “It’s fine.” I take the one piece she has managed to dissect from the rest and cut a smaller bite. I might as well be chewing leather. “Delicious. I’m just gonna run down to the station and get a blowtorch so that we can serve everyone else.”


  Sara blinks, and then a laugh bubbles out of her. Kate giggles. Even Jesse cracks a smile.


  This is when I realize that Anna has already left the table, and more importantly, that nobody noticed.


  •••


  Back at the station, the four of us sit upstairs in the kitchen. Red’s got some kind of sauce going on the stove; Paulie reads the ProJo, and Caesar’s writing a letter to this week’s object of lust. Watching him, Red shakes his head. “You ought to just keep that filed on disk and print multiple copies at a time.”


  Caesar’s just a nickname. Paulie coined it years ago, because he’s always roamin’. “Well, this one’s different,” Caesar says.


  “Yeah. She’s lasted two whole days.” Red pours the pasta into the colander in the sink, steam rising up around his face. “Fitz, give the boy some pointers, will you?”


  “Why me?”


  Paulie glances up over the rim of the paper. “Default,” he says, and it’s true. Paulie’s wife left him two years ago for a cellist who’d swung through Providence on a symphony tour; Red’s such a confirmed bachelor he wouldn’t know what a lady was if she came up and bit him. On the other hand, Sara and I have been married twenty years.


  Red sets a plate down in front of me as I start to talk. “A woman,” I say, “isn’t all that different from a bonfire.”


  Paulie tosses down the paper and hoots. “Here we go: the Tao of Captain Fitzgerald.”


  I ignore him. “A fire’s a beautiful thing, right? Something you can’t take your eyes off, when it’s burning. If you can keep it contained, it’ll throw light and heat for you. It’s only when it gets out of control that you have to go on the offensive.”


  “What Cap is trying to tell you,” Paulie says, “is that you need to keep your date away from crosswinds. Hey, Red, you got any Parmesan?”


  We sit down to my second dinner, which usually means that the bells will ring within minutes. Firefighting is a world of Murphy’s Law; it is when you can least afford a crisis that one crops up.


  “Hey, Fitz, do you remember the last dead guy who got stuck?” Paulie asks. “Back when we were vollies?”


  God, yes. A fellow who weighed five hundred pounds if he weighed an ounce, who’d died of heart failure in his bed. The fire department had been called in on that one by the funeral home, which couldn’t get the body downstairs. “Ropes and pulleys,” I recall out loud.


  “And he was supposed to be cremated, but he was too big ...” Paulie grins. “Swear to God, as my mother’s up in Heaven, they had to take him to a vet instead.”


  Caesar blinks up at him. “What for?”


  “How do you think they get rid of a dead horse, Einstein?”


  Putting two and two together, Caesar’s eyes widen. “No kidding,” he says, and on second thought, pushes away Red’s pasta Bolognese.


  “Who do you think they’ll ask to clean out the med school chimney?” Red says.


  “The poor OSHA bastards,” Paulie answers.


  “Ten bucks says they call here and tell us it’s our job.”


  “There won’t be any call,” I say, “because there won’t be anything left to clean out. That fire was burning too hot.”


  “Well, at least we know this one wasn’t arson,” Paulie mutters.


  In the past month, we have had a rash of fires set intentionally. You can always tell—there will be splash patterns of flammable liquid, or multiple points of origin, or smoke that burns black, or an unusual concentration of fire in one spot. Whoever is doing this is smart, too—at several structures the combustibles have been put beneath stairs, to cut off our access to the flames. Arson fires are dangerous because they don’t follow the science we use to combat them. Arson fires are the structures most likely to collapse around you while you’re inside fighting them.


  Caesar snorts. “Maybe it was. Maybe the fat guy was really a suicide arsonist. He crawled up into the chimney and lit himself on fire.”


  “Maybe he was just desperate to lose weight,” Paulie adds, and the other guys crack up.


  “Enough,” I say.


  “Aw, Fitz, you gotta admit it’s pretty funny—”


  “Not to that man’s parents. Not to his family.”


  There is that uncomfortable silence as the other men grasp at words. Finally Paulie, who has known me the longest, speaks. “Something going on with Kate again, Fitz?”


  There is always something going on with my eldest daughter; the problem is, it never seems to end. I push away from the table and set my plate in the sink. “I’m going up to the roof.”


  We all have our hobbies—Caesar’s got his girls, Paulie his bagpipes, Red his cooking, and me, I have my telescope. I mounted it years ago to the roof of the fire station, where I can get the best view of the night sky.


  If I weren’t a fireman, I’d be an astronomer. It takes too much math for my brain, I know that, but there’s always been something about charting the stars that appeals to me. On a really dark night, you can see between 1,000 and 1,500 stars, and there are millions more that haven’t been discovered. It is so easy to think that the world revolves around you, but all you have to do is stare up at the sky to realize it isn’t that way at all.


  Anna’s real name is Andromeda. It’s on her birth certificate, honest to God. The constellation she’s named after tells the story of a princess, who was shackled to a rock as a sacrifice to a sea monster—punishment for her mother Casseopeia, who had bragged to Poseidon about her own beauty. Perseus, flying by, fell in love with Andromeda and saved her. In the sky, she’s pictured with her arms outstretched and her hands chained.


  The way I saw it, the story had a happy ending. Who wouldn’t want that for a child?


  When Kate was born, I used to imagine how beautiful she would be on her wedding day. Then she was diagnosed with APL, and instead, I’d imagine her walking across a stage to get her high school diploma. When she relapsed, all this went out the window: I pictured her making it to her fifth birthday party. Nowadays, I don’t have expectations, and this way she beats them all.


  Kate is going to die. It took me a long time to be able to say that. We all are going to die, when you get down to it, but it’s not supposed to be like this. Kate ought to be the one who has to say good-bye to me.


  It almost seems like a cheat that after all these years of defying the odds, it won’t be the leukemia that kills her. Then again, Dr. Chance told us a long time ago that this was how it usually worked—a patient’s body just gets worn down, from all the fighting. Little by little, pieces of them start to give up. In Kate’s case, it is her kidneys.


  I turn my telescope to Barnard’s Loop and M42, glowing in Orion’s sword. Stars are fires that burn for thousands of years. Some of them burn slow and long, like red dwarfs. Others—blue giants—burn their fuel so fast they shine across great distances, and are easy to see. As they start to run out of fuel, they burn helium, grow even hotter, and explode in a supernova. Supernovas, they’re brighter than the brightest galaxies. They die, but everyone watches them go.


  •••


  Earlier, after we ate, I helped Sara clean up in the kitchen. “You think something’s going on with Anna?” I asked, moving the ketchup back into the fridge.


  “Because she took off her necklace?”


  “No.” I shrugged. “Just in general.”


  “Compared to Kate’s kidneys and Jesse’s sociopathy, I’d say she’s doing fine.”


  “She wanted dinner over before it started.”


  Sara turned around at the sink. “What do you think it is?”


  “Uh ... a guy?”


  Sara glanced at me. “She’s not dating anyone.”


  Thank God. “Maybe one of her friends said something to upset her.” Why was Sara asking me? What the hell did I know about the mood swings of thirteen-year-old girls?


  Sara wiped her hands on a towel and turned on the dishwasher. “Maybe she’s just being a teenager.”


  I tried to think back to what Kate was like when she was thirteen, but all I could remember was the relapse and the stem cell transplant she had. Kate’s ordinary life had a way of fading into the background, overshadowed by the times she was sick.


  “I have to take Kate to dialysis tomorrow,” Sara said. “When will you get home?”


  “By eight. But I’m on call, and I wouldn’t be surprised if our arsonist struck again.”


  “Brian?” she asked. “How did Kate look to you?”


  Better than Anna did, I thought, but this was not what she was asking. She wanted me to measure the yellow cast of Kate’s skin against yesterday; she wanted me to read into the way she leaned her elbows on the table, too tired to hold her body upright.


  “Kate looks great,” I lied, because this is what we do for each other.


  “Don’t forget to say good night to them before you leave,” Sara said, and she turned to gather the pills Kate takes at bedtime.


  •••


  It’s quiet, tonight. Weeks have rhythms all their own, and the craziness of a Friday or Saturday night shift stands in direct contrast to a dull Sunday or Monday. I can already tell: this will be one of those nights where I bunk down and actually get to sleep.


  “Daddy?” The hatch to the roof opens, and Anna crawls out. “Red told me you were up here.”


  Immediately, I freeze. It is ten o’clock at night. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing. I just ... wanted to visit.”


  When the kids were small, Sara would stop by with them all the time. They’d play in the bays around the sleeping giant engines; they’d fall asleep upstairs in my bunk. Sometimes, in the warmest part of the summer, Sara would bring along an old blanket and we would spread it here on the roof, lie down with the kids between us, and watch the night rise.


  “Mom know where you are?”


  “She dropped me off.” Anna tiptoes across the roof. She’s never been all that great with heights, and there is only a three-inch lip around the concrete. Squinting, she bends to the telescope. “What can you see?”


  “Vega,” I tell her. I take a good look at Anna, something I haven’t done in some time. She’s not stick-straight anymore; she’s got the beginnings of curves. Even her motions—tucking her hair behind her ear, peering into the telescope—have a sort of grace I associate with full-grown women. “Got something you want to talk about?”


  Her teeth snag on her bottom lip, and she looks down at her sneakers. “Maybe instead you could talk to me,” Anna suggests.


  So I sit her down on my jacket and point to the stars. I tell her that Vega is a part of Lyra, the lyre that belonged to Orpheus. I am not one for stories, but I remember the ones that match up with the constellations. I tell her about this son of the sun god, whose music charmed animals and softened boulders. A man who loved his wife, Eurydice, so much that he wouldn’t let Death take her away.


  By the time I finish, we are lying flat on our backs. “Can I stay here with you?” Anna asks.


  I kiss the top of her head. “You bet.”


  “Daddy,” Anna whispers, when I think for sure she has fallen asleep, “did it work?”


  It takes me a moment to understand she is talking about Orpheus and Eurydice.


  “No,” I admit.


  She lets loose a sigh. “Figures,” she says.


  TUESDAY


  My candle burns at both ends;


  It will not last the night;


  But ah, my foes, and oh, my friends—


  It gives a lovely light!


  —EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY, “First Fig,” A Few Figs from Thistles


  ANNA
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  I USED TO PRETEND that I was just passing through this family on my way to my real one. It isn’t too much of a stretch, really—there’s Kate, the spitting image of my dad; and Jesse, the spitting image of my mom; and then there’s me, a collection of recessive genes that came out of left field. In the hospital cafeteria, eating rubberized French fries and red Jell-O, I’d glance around from table to table, thinking my bona fide parents might be just a tray away. They’d sob with sheer joy to find me, and whisk me off to our castle in Monaco or Romania and give me a maid that smelled like fresh sheets, and my own Bernese mountain dog, and a private phone line. The thing is, the first person I’d have called to crow over my new fortune would be Kate.


  Kate’s dialysis sessions run three times a week, for two hours at a time. She has a Mahhukar catheter, which looks just like her central line used to look and protrudes from the same spot on her chest. This gets hooked up to a machine that does the work her kidneys aren’t doing. Kate’s blood (well, it’s my blood if you want to get technical about it) leaves her body through one needle, gets cleaned, and then goes into her body again through a second needle. She says it doesn’t hurt. Mostly, it’s just boring. Kate usually brings a book or her CD player and headphones. Sometimes we play games. “Go out into the hall and tell me about the first gorgeous guy you find,” Kate’ll instruct, or, “Sneak up on the janitor who surfs the Net and see whose naked pictures he’s downloading.” When she is tied to the bed, I am her eyes and her ears.


  Today, she is reading Allure magazine. I wonder if she even knows that every V-necked model she comes across she touches at the breastbone, in the same place where she has a catheter and they don’t. “Well,” my mother announces out of the blue, “this is interesting.” She waves a pamphlet she’s taken from the bulletin board outside Kate’s room: You and Your New Kidney. “Did you know that they don’t take out the old kidney? They just transplant the new one into you and hook it up.”


  “That creeps me out,” Kate says. “Imagine the coroner who cuts you open and sees you’ve got three instead of two.”


  “I think the point of a transplant is so that the coroner won’t be cutting you open anytime soon,” my mother replies. This fictional kidney she’s discussing resides right now in my own body.


  I’ve read that pamphlet, too.


  Kidney donation is considered relatively safe surgery, but if you ask me, the writer must have been comparing it to something like a heart-lung transplant, or some brain tumor removal. In my opinion, safe surgery is the kind where you go into the doctor’s office and you’re awake the whole time and the procedure is finished in five minutes—like when you have a wart removed or a cavity drilled. On the other hand, when you donate a kidney, you spend the night before the operation fasting and taking laxatives. You’re given anesthesia, the risks of which can include stroke, heart attack, and lung problems. The four-hour surgery isn’t a walk in the park, either—you have a 1 in 3,000 chance of dying on the operating table. If you don’t, you are hospitalized for four to seven days, although it takes four to six weeks to fully recover. And that doesn’t even include the long-term effects: an increased chance of high blood pressure, a risk of complications with pregnancy, a recommendation to refrain from activities where your lone remaining kidney might be damaged.


  Then again, when you get a wart removed or a cavity drilled, the only person who benefits in the long run is yourself.


  There is a knock on the door, and a familiar face peeks in. Vern Stackhouse is a sheriff, and therefore a member of the same public servant community as my father. He used to come over to our house every now and then to say hi or leave off Christmas presents for us; more recently, he’s saved Jesse’s butt by bringing him home from a scrape, rather than letting the justice system deal with him. When you’re part of the family with the dying daughter, people cut you slack.


  Vern’s face is like a soufflé, caving in at the most unexpected places. He doesn’t seem to know whether it’s all right for him to enter the room. “Uh,” he says. “Hi, Sara.”


  “Vern!” My mother gets to her feet. “What are you doing at the hospital? Everything all right?”


  “Oh yeah, fine. I’m just here on business.”


  “Serving papers, I suppose.”


  “Um-hmm.” Vern shuffles his feet and stuffs his hand inside his jacket, like Napoleon. “I’m real sorry about this, Sara,” he says, and then he holds out a document.


  Just like Kate, all the blood leaves my body. I couldn’t move if I wanted to.


  “What the ... Vern, am I being sued?” My mother’s voice is far too quiet.


  “Look, I don’t read them. I just serve them. And your name, it was right there on my list. If, uh, there’s anything I ...” He doesn’t even finish his sentence. With his hat in his hands, he ducks back out the door.


  “Mom?” Kate asks. “What’s going on?”


  “I have no idea.” She unfolds the papers. I’m close enough to read them over her shoulder. THE STATE OF RHODE ISLAND AND PROVIDENCE PLANTATIONS, it says right across the top, official as can be. FAMILY COURT FOR PROVIDENCE COUNTY. IN RE: ANNA FITZGERALD, A.K.A. JANE DOE.


  PETITION FOR MEDICAL EMANCIPATION.


  Oh shit, I think. My cheeks are on fire; my heart starts to pound. I feel like I did the time the principal sent home a disciplinary notice because I drew a sketch of Mrs. Toohey and her colossal butt in the margin of my math textbook. No, actually, scratch that—it’s a million times worse.


  That she gets to make all future medical decisions.


  That she not be forced to submit to medical treatment which is not in her best interests or for her benefit.


  That she not be required to undergo any more treatment for the benefit of her sister, Kate.


  My mother lifts her face to mine. “Anna,” she whispers, “what the hell is this?”


  It feels like a fist in my gut, now that it’s here and happening. I shake my head. What can I possibly tell her?


  “Anna!” She takes a step toward me.


  Behind her, Kate cries out. “Mom, ow, Mom ... something hurts, get the nurse!”


  My mother turns halfway. Kate is curled onto her side, her hair spilling over her face. I think that through the fall of it, she’s looking at me, but I cannot be sure. “Mommy,” she moans, “please.”


  For a moment, my mother is caught between us, a soap bubble. She looks from Kate to me and back again.


  My sister’s in pain, and I’m relieved. What does that say about me?


  The last thing I see as I run out of the room is my mother pushing the nurse’s call button over and over, as if it’s the trigger to a bomb.


  •••


  I can’t hide in the cafeteria, or the lobby, or anywhere else that they will expect me to go. So I take the stairs to the sixth floor, the maternity ward. In the lounge, there is only one phone, and it is being used. “Six pounds eleven ounces,” the man says, smiling so hard I think his face might splinter. “She’s perfect.”


  Did my parents do this when I came along? Did my father send out smoke signals; did he count my fingers and toes, sure he’d come up with the finest number in the universe? Did my mother kiss the top of my head and refuse to let the nurse take me away to be cleaned up? Or did they simply hand me away, since the real prize had been clamped between my belly and the placenta?


  The new father finally hangs up the phone, laughing at absolutely nothing. “Congratulations,” I say, when what I really want to tell him is to pick up that baby of his and hold her tight, to set the moon on the edge of her crib and to hang her name up in stars so that she never, ever does to him what I have done to my parents.


  I call Jesse collect. Twenty minutes later, he pulls up to the front entrance. By now, Deputy Stackhouse has been notified that I’ve gone missing; he’s waiting at the door when I exit. “Anna, your mom’s awfully worried about you. She’s paged your dad. He’s got the whole hospital being turned inside out.”


  I take a deep breath. “Then you better go tell her I’m okay,” I say, and I jump into the passenger door that Jesse’s opened for me.


  He peels away from the curb and lights a Merit, although I know for a fact he told my mother he stopped smoking. He cranks up his music, hitting the flat of his hand on the edge of the steering wheel. It isn’t until he pulls off the highway at the exit for Upper Darby that he shuts the radio off and slows down. “So. Did she blow a gasket?”


  “She paged Dad away from work.”


  In our family, it is a cardinal sin to page my father away. Since his job is emergencies, what crisis could we possibly have that compares? “Last time she paged Dad,” Jesse informs me, “Kate was getting diagnosed.”


  “Great.” I cross my arms. “That makes me feel infinitely better.”


  Jesse just smiles. He blows a smoke ring. “Sis,” he says, “welcome to the Dark Side.”


  •••


  They come in like a hurricane. Kate barely manages to look at me before my father sends her upstairs to our room. My mother whacks her purse down, then her car keys, and then advances on me. “All right,” she says, her voice so tight it might snap. “What’s going on?”


  I clear my throat. “I got a lawyer.”


  “Evidently.” My mother grabs the portable phone and hands it to me. “Now get rid of him.”


  It takes enormous effort, but I manage to shake my head and drop the phone into the cushions of the couch.


  “Anna, so help me—”


  “Sara.” My father’s voice is an ax. It comes between us, and sends us both spinning. “I think we need to give Anna a chance to explain. We agreed to give her a chance to explain, right?”


  I duck my head. “I don’t want to do it anymore.”


  That ignites my mother. “Well, you know Anna, neither do I. In fact, neither does Kate. But it’s not something we have a choice about.”


  The thing is, I do have a choice. Which is exactly why I have to be the one to do this.


  My mother stands over me. “You went to a lawyer and made him think this is all about you—and it’s not. It’s about us. All of us—”


  My father’s hands curl around her shoulders and squeeze. As he crouches down in front of me, I smell smoke. He’s come from someone else’s fire right into the middle of this one, and for this and nothing else, I’m embarrassed. “Anna, honey, we know you think you were doing something you needed to do—”


  “I don’t think that,” my mother interrupts.


  My father closes his eyes. “Sara. Dammit, shut up.” Then he looks at me again. “Can we talk, just us three, without a lawyer having to do it for us?”


  What he says makes my eyes fill up. But I knew this was coming. So I lift my chin and let the tears go at the same time. “Daddy, I can’t.”


  “For God’s sake, Anna,” my mother says. “Do you even realize what the consequences would be?”


  My throat closes like the shutter of a camera, so that any air or excuses must move through a tunnel as thin as a pin. I’m invisible, I think, and realize too late I have spoken out loud.


  My mother moves so fast I do not even see it coming. But she slaps my face hard enough to make my head snap backward. She leaves a print that stains me long after it’s faded. Just so you know: shame is five-fingered.


  •••


  Once, when Kate was eight and I was five, we had a fight and decided we no longer wanted to share a room. Given the size of our house, though, and the fact that Jesse lived in the other spare bedroom, we didn’t have anywhere else to go. So Kate, being older and wiser, decided to split our space in half. “Which side do you want?” she asked diplomatically. “I’ll even let you pick.”


  Well, I wanted the part with my bed in it. Besides, if you divided the room in two, the half with my bed would also, by default, have the box that held all our Barbie dolls and the shelves where we kept our arts and crafts supplies. Kate went to reach for a marker there, but I stopped her. “That’s on my side,” I pointed out.


  “Then give me one,” she demanded, so I handed her the red. She climbed up onto the desk, reaching as high as she could toward the ceiling. “Once we do this,” she said, “you stay on your side, and I stay on my side, right?” I nodded, just as committed to keeping up this bargain as she was. After all, I had all the good toys. Kate would be begging me for a visit long before I’d be begging her.


  “Swear it?” she asked, and we made a pinky promise.


  She drew a jagged line from the ceiling, over the desk, across the tan carpet, and back up over the nightstand up the opposite wall. Then she handed me the marker. “Don’t forget,” she said. “Only cheats go back on a promise.”


  I sat on the floor on my side of the room, removing every single Barbie we owned, dressing and undressing them, making a big fuss out of the fact that I had them and Kate didn’t. She perched on her bed with her knees drawn up, watching me. She didn’t react at all. Until, that is, my mother called us down for lunch.


  Then Kate smiled at me, and walked out the door of the bedroom—which was on her side.


  I went up to the line she had drawn on the carpet, kicking at it with my toes. I didn’t want to be a cheat. But I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life in my room, either.


  I do not know how long it took my mother to wonder why I wasn’t coming to the kitchen for lunch, but when you are five, even a second can last forever. She stood in the doorway, staring at the line of marker on the walls and carpet, and closed her eyes for patience. She walked into our room and picked me up, which was when I started fighting her. “Don’t,” I cried. “I won’t ever get back in!”


  A minute later she left, and returned with pot holders, dishtowels, and throw pillows. She placed these at odd distances, all along Kate’s side of the room. “Come on,” she urged, but I did not move. So she came and sat down beside me on my bed. “It may be Kate’s pond,” she said, “but these are my lily pads.” Standing, she jumped onto a dishtowel, and from there, onto a pillow. She glanced over her shoulder, until I climbed onto the dishtowel. From the dishtowel, to the pillow, to a pot holder Jesse had made in first grade, all the way across Kate’s side of the room. Following my mother’s footsteps was the surest way out.


  •••


  I am taking a shower when Kate jimmies the lock and comes into the bathroom. “I want to talk to you,” she says.


  I poke my head out from the side of the plastic curtain. “When I’m finished,” I say, trying to buy time for the conversation I don’t really want to have.


  “No, now.” She sits down on the lid of the toilet and sighs. “Anna ... what you’re doing—”


  “It’s already done,” I say.


  “You can undo it, you know, if you want.”


  I am grateful for all the steam between us, because I couldn’t bear the thought of her being able to see my face right now. “I know,” I whisper.


  For a long time, Kate is silent. Her mind is running in circles, like a gerbil on a wheel, the same way mine is. Chase every rung of possibility, and you still get absolutely nowhere.


  After a while, I peek my head out again. Kate wipes her eyes and looks up at me. “You do realize,” she says, “that you’re the only friend I’ve got?”


  “That’s not true,” I immediately reply, but we both know I’m lying. Kate has spent too much time out of organized school to find a group she fits into. Most of the friends she has made during her long stretch of remission have disappeared—a mutual thing. It turned out to be too hard for an average kid to know how to act around someone on the verge of dying; and it was equally as difficult for Kate to get honestly excited about things like homecoming and SATs, when there was no guarantee she’d be around to experience them. She’s got a few acquaintances, sure, but mostly when they come over they look like they’re serving out a sentence, and sit on the edge of Kate’s bed counting down the minutes until they can leave and thank God this didn’t happen to them.


  A real friend isn’t capable of feeling sorry for you.


  “I’m not your friend,” I say, yanking the curtain back into place. “I’m your sister.” And doing a damn lousy job at that, I think. I push my face into the shower spray, so that she cannot tell I’m crying, too.


  Suddenly, the curtain whips aside, leaving me totally bare. “That’s what I wanted to talk about,” Kate says. “If you don’t want to be my sister anymore, that’s one thing. But I don’t think I could stand to lose you as a friend.”


  She pulls the curtain back into place, and the steam rises around me. A moment later I hear the door open and close, and the knife-slice of cold air that comes on its heels.


  I can’t stand the thought of losing her, either.


  •••


  That night, once Kate falls asleep, I crawl out of my bed and stand beside hers. When I hold my palm up under her nose to see if she’s breathing, a mouthful of air presses against my hand. I could push down, now, over that nose and mouth, hold her when she fights. How would that really be any different than what I am already doing?


  The sound of footsteps in the hallway has me diving underneath the cave of my covers. I turn onto my side, away from the door, just in case my eyelids are still flickering by the time my parents enter the room. “I can’t believe this,” my mother whispers. “I just can’t believe she’s done this.”


  My father is so quiet that I wonder if maybe I have been mistaken, if maybe he isn’t here at all.


  “This is Jesse, all over again,” my mother adds. “She’s doing it for the attention.” I can feel her looking down at me, like I’m some kind of creature she’s never seen before. “Maybe we need to take her somewhere, alone. Go to a movie, or shopping, so she doesn’t feel left out. Make her see that she doesn’t have to do something crazy to get us to notice her. What do you think?”


  My father takes his time answering. “Well,” he says quietly, “maybe this isn’t crazy.”


  You know how silence can push in at your eardrums in the dark, make you deaf? That’s what happens, so that I almost miss my mother’s answer. “For God’s sake, Brian ... whose side are you on?”


  And my father: “Who said there were sides?”


  But even I could answer that for him. There are always sides. There is always a winner, and a loser. For every person who gets, there’s someone who must give.


  A few seconds later, the door closes, and the hall light that has been dancing on the ceiling disappears. Blinking, I roll onto my back—and find my mother still standing beside my bed. “I thought you were gone,” I whisper.


  She sits down on the foot of my bed and I inch away. But she puts her hand on my calf before I move too far. “What else do you think, Anna?”


  My stomach squeezes tight. “I think ... I think you must hate me.”


  Even in the dark, I can see the shine of her eyes. “Oh, Anna,” my mother sighs, “how can you not know how much I love you?”


  She holds out her arms and I crawl into them, as if I’m small again and I fit there. I press my face hard into her shoulder. What I want, more than anything, is to turn back time a little. To become the kid I used to be, who believed whatever my mother said was one hundred percent true and right without looking hard enough to see the hairline cracks.


  My mother holds me tighter. “We’ll talk to the judge and explain it. We can fix this,” she says. “We can fix everything.” And because those words are really all I’ve ever wanted to hear, I nod.


  SARA
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  1990


  THERE IS AN UNEXPECTED COMFORT to being at the oncology wing of the hospital, a sense that I am a member of the club. From the kindhearted parking attendant who asks us if it’s our first time, to the legions of children with pink emesis basins tucked beneath their arms like teddy bears—these people have all been here before us, and there’s safety in numbers.


  We take the elevator to the third floor, to the office of Dr. Harrison Chance. His name alone has put me off. Why not Dr. Victor? “He’s late,” I say to Brian, as I check my watch for the twentieth time. A spider plant languishes, brown, on a windowsill. I hope he is better with people.


  To amuse Kate, who is starting to lose it, I inflate a rubber glove and knot it into a coxcomb balloon. On the glove dispenser near the sink is a prominent sign, warning parents not to do this very thing. We bat it back and forth, playing volleyball, until Dr. Chance himself comes in without a single apology for his delay.


  “Mr. and Mrs. Fitzgerald.” He is tall and rail-thin, with snapping blue eyes magnified by thick glasses, and a tightly set mouth. He catches Kate’s makeshift balloon in one hand and frowns at it. “Well, I can see there’s already a problem.”


  Brian and I exchange a glance. Is this coldhearted man the one who will lead us through this war, our general, our white knight? Before we can even backpedal with explanations, Dr. Chance takes a Sharpie marker and draws a face on the latex, complete with a set of wire-rimmed glasses to match his own. “There,” he says, and with a smile that changes him, he hands it back to Kate.


  •••


  I only see my sister Suzanne once or twice a year. She lives less than an hour and several thousand philosophical convictions away.


  As far as I can tell, Suzanne gets paid a lot of money to boss people around. Which means, theoretically, that she did her career training with me. Our father died while mowing the lawn on his forty-ninth birthday; our mother never quite sewed herself together in the aftermath. Suzanne, ten years my senior, took up the slack. She made sure I did my homework and filled out law school applications and dreamed big. She was smart and beautiful and always knew what to say at any given moment. She could take any catastrophe and find the logical antidote to cure it, which is what made her such a success at her job. She was just as comfortable in a boardroom as she was jogging along the Charles. She made it all look easy. Who wouldn’t want a role model like that?


  My first strike was marrying a guy without a college degree. My second and third were getting pregnant. I suppose that when I didn’t go on to become the next Gloria Allred, she was justified in counting me a failure. And I suppose that until now, I was justified in thinking that I wasn’t one.


  Don’t get me wrong, she loves her niece and nephew. She sends them carvings from Africa, shells from Bali, chocolates from Switzerland. Jesse wants a glass office like hers when he grows up. “We can’t all be Aunt Zanne,” I tell him, when what I mean is that I can’t be her.


  I don’t remember which of us stopped returning phone calls first, but it was easier that way. There’s nothing worse than silence, strung like heavy beads on too delicate a conversation. So it takes me a full week before I pick up the phone. I dial direct. “Suzanne Crofton’s line,” a man says.


  “Yes.” I hesitate. “Is she available?”


  “She’s in a meeting.”


  “Please ...” I take a deep breath. “Please tell her it’s her sister calling.”


  A moment later that smooth, cool voice falls into my ear. “Sara. It’s been a while.”


  She is the person I ran to when I got my period; the one who helped me knit back together my first broken heart; the hand I would reach for in the middle of the night when I could no longer remember which side our father parted his hair on, or what it sounded like when our mother laughed. No matter what she is now, before all that, she was my built-in best friend. “Zanne?” I say. “How are you?”


  •••


  Thirty-six hours after Kate is officially diagnosed with APL, Brian and I are given an opportunity to ask questions. Kate messes with glitter glue with a child-life specialist while we meet with a team of doctors, nurses, and psychiatrists. The nurses, I have already learned, are the ones who give us the answers we’re desperate for. Unlike the doctors, who fidget like they need to be somewhere else, the nurses patiently answer us as if we are the first set of parents to ever have this kind of meeting with them, instead of the thousandth. “The thing about leukemia,” one nurse explains, “is that we haven’t even inserted a needle for the first treatment when we’re already thinking three treatments down the line. This particular illness carries a pretty poor prognosis, so we need to be thinking ahead to what happens next. What makes APL a little trickier is that it’s a chemoresistant disease.”


  “What’s that?” Brian asks.


  “Normally, with myelogenous leukemias, as long as the organs hold up, you can potentially reinduce the patient into remission every time there’s a relapse. You’re exhausting their body, but you know it will respond to treatment over and over. However, with APL, once you’ve offered a given therapy, you usually can’t rely upon it again. And to date, there’s only so much we can do.”


  “Are you saying,” Brian swallows. “Are you saying she’s going to die?”


  “I’m saying there are no guarantees.”


  “So what do you do?”


  A different nurse answers. “Kate will start a week of chemotherapy, in the hopes that we can kill off the diseased cells and put her into remission. She’ll most likely have nausea and vomiting, which we’ll try to keep to a minimum with antiemetics. She’ll lose her hair.”


  At this, a tiny cry escapes from me. This is such a small thing, and yet it’s the banner that will let others know what’s wrong with Kate. Only six months ago, she had her first haircut; the gold ringlets curled like coins on the floor of the SuperCuts.


  “She may develop diarrhea. There’s a very good chance that, with her own immune system laid low, she will get an infection that will require hospitalization. Chemo may cause developmental delays, as well. She’ll have a course of consolidation chemotherapy about two weeks after that, and then a few courses of maintenance therapy. The exact number will depend on the results we get from periodic bone marrow aspirations.”


  “Then what?” Brian asks.


  “Then we watch her,” Dr. Chance replies. “With APL, you’ll want to be vigilant for signs of relapse. She’ll have to come into the ER if she has any hemorrhaging, fever, cough, or infection. And as far as further treatment, she’ll have some options. The idea is to get Kate’s body producing healthy bone marrow. In the unlikely event that we achieve molecular remission with chemo, we can retrieve Kate’s own cells and reinstill them—an autologous harvest. If she relapses, we may try to transplant someone else’s marrow into Kate to produce blood cells. Does Kate have any siblings?”


  “A brother,” I say. A thought dawns, a horrible one. “Could he have this, too?”


  “It’s very unlikely. But he may wind up being a match for an allogeneic transplant. If not, we’ll put Kate on the national registry for MUD—a matched, unrelated donor. However, getting a transplant from a stranger who’s a match is much more dangerous than getting one from a relative—the risk of mortality greatly increases.”


  The information is endless, a series of darts thrown so fast I cannot feel them sting anymore. We are told: Do not think; just give your child up to us, because otherwise she’s going to die. For every answer they give us, we have another question.


  Will her hair grow back?


  Will she ever go to school?


  Can she play with friends?


  Did this happen because of where we live?


  Did this happen because of who we are?


  “What will it be like,” I hear myself ask, “if she dies?”


  Dr. Chance looks at me. “It depends on what she succumbs to,” he explains. “If it’s infection, she’ll be in respiratory distress and on a ventilator. If it’s hemorrhage, she’ll bleed out after losing consciousness. If it’s organ failure, the characteristics will vary depending on the system in distress. Often there’s a combination of all of these.”


  “Will she know what’s happening,” I ask, when what I really mean is, How will I survive this?


  “Mrs. Fitzgerald,” he says, as if he has heard my unspoken question, “of the twenty children here today, ten will be dead in a few years. I don’t know which group Kate will be in.”


  •••


  To save Kate’s life, part of her has to die. That’s the purpose of chemotherapy—to wipe out all the leukemic cells. To this end, a central line has been placed beneath Kate’s collarbone, a three-pronged port that will be the entry point for multiple medication administrations, IV fluids, and blood draws. I look at the tubes sprouting from her thin chest and think of science fiction movies.


  She has already had a baseline EKG, to make sure her heart can withstand chemo. She’s had dexamethasone ophthalmic drops, because one of the drugs causes conjunctivitis. She’s had blood drawn from her central line, to test for renal and liver function.


  The nurse hangs the infusion bags on the IV pole and smoothes Kate’s hair. “Will she feel it?” I ask.


  “Nope. Hey, Kate, look here.” She points to the bag of Daunorubicin, covered with a dark bag to protect it from light. Spotting it are brightly colored stickers she’s helped Kate make while we were waiting. I saw one teenager with a Post-it note on his: Jesus saves. Chemo scores.


  This is what starts coursing through her veins: the Daunorubicin, 50 mg in 25 ccs of D5W; Cytarabine, 46 mg in a D5W infusion, a continuous twenty-four-hour IV; Allopurinol, 92 mg IV. Or in other words, poison. I imagine a great battle going on inside her. I picture shining armies, casualties that evaporate through her pores.


  They tell us Kate will most likely get sick within a few days, but it takes only two hours before she starts throwing up. Brian pushes the call button, and a nurse comes into the room. “We’ll get her some Reglan,” she says, and she disappears.


  When Kate isn’t vomiting, she’s crying. I sit on the edge of the bed, holding her half on my lap. The nurses do not have time to nurse. Short-staffed, they administer antiemetics in the IV; they stay for a few moments to see how Kate responds—but inevitably they are called elsewhere to another emergency and the rest falls to us. Brian, who has to leave the room if one of our children gets a stomach virus, is a model of efficiency: wiping her forehead, holding her thin shoulders, dabbing tissues around her mouth. “You can get through this,” he murmurs to her each time she spits up, but he may only be talking to himself.


  And I, too, am surprising myself. With grim resolve I make a ballet out of rinsing the emesis basin and bringing it back. If you focus on sandbagging the beachhead, you can ignore the tsunami that’s approaching.


  Try it any other way, and you’ll go crazy.


  •••


  Brian brings Jesse to the hospital for his blood test: a simple finger stick. He needs to be restrained by Brian and two male residents; he screams down the hospital. I stand back, and cross my arms, and inadvertently think of Kate, who stopped crying over procedures two days ago.


  Some doctor will look at this sample of blood, and will be able to analyze six proteins, floating invisibly. If these six proteins are the same as Kate’s, then Jesse will be an HLA match—a potential donor for bone marrow for his sister. How bad can the odds be, I think, to match six times over?


  As bad as getting leukemia in the first place.


  The phlebotomist goes off with her blood sample, and Brian and the doctors release Jesse. He bolts off the table into my arms. “Mommy, they stuck me.” He holds up his finger, festooned with a Rugrats Band-Aid. His damp, bright face is hot against my skin.


  I hold him close. I say all the right things. But it is so, so hard to make myself feel sorry for him.


  •••


  “Unfortunately,” Dr. Chance says, “your son isn’t a match.”


  My eyes focus on the houseplant, which still sits withered and brown on the sill. Someone ought to get rid of that thing. Someone ought to replace it with orchids, with birds-of-paradise, and other unlikely blooms.


  “It’s possible that an unrelated donor will crop up on the national marrow registry.”


  Brian leans forward, stiff and tense. “But you said a transplant from an unrelated donor was dangerous.”


  “Yes, I did,” Dr. Chance says. “But sometimes it’s all we’ve got.”


  I glance up. “What if you can’t find a match in the registry?”


  “Well.” The oncologist rubs his forehead. “Then we try to keep her going until research catches up to her.”


  He is talking about my little girl as if she were some kind of machine: a car with a faulty carburetor, a plane whose landing gear is stuck. Rather than face this, I turn away just in time to see one of the misbegotten leaves on the plant make its suicide plunge to the carpet. Without an explanation I get to my feet and pick up the planter. I walk out of Dr. Chance’s office, past the receptionist and the other shell-shocked parents waiting with their sick children. At the first trash receptacle I find, I dump the plant and all its desiccated soil. I stare at the terra-cotta pot in my hand, and I am just thinking about smashing it down on the tile floor when I hear a voice behind me.


  “Sara,” Dr. Chance says. “You all right?”


  I turn around slowly, tears springing to my eyes. “I’m fine. I’m healthy. I’m going to live a long, long life.”


  Handing him the planter, I apologize. He nods, and offers me a handkerchief from his own pocket.


  “I thought it might be Jesse who could save her. I wanted it to be Jesse.”


  “We all did,” Dr. Chance answers. “Listen. Twenty years ago, the survival rate was even smaller. And I’ve known lots of families where one sibling isn’t a match, but another sibling turns out to be just right.”


  •••


  We only have those two, I start to say, and then I realize that Dr. Chance is talking about a family I haven’t yet had, of children I never intended. I turn to him, a question on my lips.


  “Brian will wonder where we’ve gone.” He starts to walk toward his office, holding up the pot. “What plants,” he asks conversationally, “would I be least likely to kill?”


  •••


  It is so easy to presume that while your own world has ground to an absolute halt, so has everyone else’s. But the trash collector has taken our garbage and left the cans in the road, just like always. There is a bill from the oil truck tucked into the front door. Neatly stacked on the counter is a week’s worth of mail. Amazingly, life has gone on.


  Kate is released from the hospital a full week after her admission for induction chemotherapy. The central line still snaking from her chest bells out her blouse. The nurses give me a pep talk for encouragement, and a long list of instructions to follow: when to and when not to call the emergency room, when we are expected back for more chemotherapy, how to be careful during Kate’s period of immunosuppression.


  At six the next morning, the door to our bedroom opens. Kate tiptoes toward the bed, although Brian and I have come awake in an instant. “What is it, honey?” Brian asks.


  She doesn’t speak, just lifts her hand to her head and threads her fingers through her hair. It comes out in a thick clump, drifts down to the carpet like a small blizzard.


  •••


  “All done,” Kate announces a few nights later at dinner. Her plate is still full; she hasn’t touched her beans or her meat loaf. She dances off to the living room to play.


  “Me too.” Jesse pushes back from the table. “Can I be excused?”


  Brian spears another mouthful with his fork. “Not until you finish everything green.”


  “I hate beans.”


  “They’re not too crazy about you, either.”


  Jesse looks at Kate’s plate. “She gets to be finished. That’s not fair.”


  Brian sets his fork down on the side of his plate. “Fair?” he answers, his voice too quiet. “You want to be fair? All right, Jess. The next time Kate has a bone marrow aspiration, we’ll let you get one, too. When we flush her central line, we’ll make sure you go through something equally as painful. And next time she gets chemo, we’ll—”


  “Brian!” I interrupt.


  He stops as abruptly as he’s started, and passes a shaking hand over his eyes. Then his gaze lands on Jesse, who has taken refuge under my arm. “I ... I’m sorry, Jess. I don’t ...” But whatever he is about to say vanishes, as Brian walks out of the kitchen.


  For a long moment we sit in silence. Then Jesse turns to me. “Is Daddy sick, too?”


  I think hard before I answer. “We’re all going to be fine,” I reply.


  •••


  On the one-week anniversary of our return home, we are awakened in the middle of the night by a crash. Brian and I race each other to Kate’s room. She lies in bed, shaking so hard that she’s knocked a lamp off her nightstand. “She’s burning up,” I tell Brian, when I lay my hand against her forehead.


  I have wondered how I will decide whether or not to call the doctor, should Kate develop any strange symptoms. I look at her now and cannot believe I would ever be so stupid to believe that I wouldn’t know, immediately, what Sick looks like. “We’re going to the ER,” I announce, although Brian is already wrapping Kate’s blankets around her and lifting her out of her crib. We bustle her to the car and start the engine and then remember that we cannot leave Jesse home alone.


  “You go with her,” Brian answers, reading my mind. “I’ll stay here.” But he doesn’t take his eyes off Kate.


  Minutes later, we are speeding toward the hospital, Jesse in the backseat next to his sister, asking why we need to get up, when the sun hasn’t.


  In the ER, Jesse sleeps on a nest of our coats. Brian and I watch the doctors hover over Kate’s feverish body, bees over a field of flowers, drawing what they can from her. She is pan-cultured and given a spinal tap to try to isolate the cause of the infection and rule out meningitis. A radiologist brings in a portable X-ray machine to take a film of her chest, to see if this infection lives in her lungs.


  Afterward, he places the chest film on the light panel outside the door. Kate’s ribs seem as thin as matchsticks, and there is a large gray blot just off center. My knees go weak, and I find myself grabbing on to Brian’s arm. “It’s a tumor. The cancer’s metastasized.”


  The doctor puts his hand on my shoulder. “Mrs. Fitzgerald,” he says, “that’s Kate’s heart.”


  •••


  Pancytopenia is a fancy word that means there is nothing in Kate’s body protecting her against infection. It means, Dr. Chance says, that the chemo worked—that a great majority of white blood cells in Kate’s body have been wiped out. It also means that nadir sepsis—a post-chemo infection—is not a likelihood, but a given.


  She is dosed with Tylenol to reduce her fever. She has blood, urine and respiratory secretion cultures taken, so that the appropriate antibiotics can be administered. It takes six hours before she is free of the rigors—a round of violent shaking so fierce that she is in danger of shimmying off the bed.


  The nurse—a woman who braided Kate’s hair in silky cornrows one afternoon a few weeks back, to make her smile—takes Kate’s temperature and then turns to me. “Sara,” she says gently, “you can breathe now.”


  Kate’s face looks as tiny and white as those distant moons that Brian likes to spot in his telescope—still, remote, cold. She looks like a corpse ... and even worse, this is a relief, compared to watching her suffer.


  “Hey.” Brian touches the crown of my head. He juggles Jesse in his other arm. It is nearly noon, and we are all still in pajamas; we never thought to take a change of clothes. “I’m gonna take him down to the cafeteria; get some lunch. You want something?”


  I shake my head. Scooting my chair closer to Kate’s bed, I smooth the covers over her legs. I take her hand, and measure it against my own.


  Her eyes slit open. For a moment she struggles, unsure of where she is. “Kate,” I whisper. “I’m right here.” As she turns her head and focuses on me, I lift her palm to my mouth, press a kiss in its center. “You are so brave,” I tell her, and then I smile. “When I grow up, I want to be just like you.”


  To my surprise, Kate shakes her head hard. Her voice is a feather, a thread. “No Mommy,” she says. “You’d be sick.”


  •••


  In my first dream, the IV fluid is dripping too quickly into Kate’s central line. The saline pumps her up from the inside out, a balloon to be inflated. I try to pull the infusion, but it’s held fast in the central line. As I watch, Kate’s features smooth, blur, obliterate, until her face is a white oval that could be anyone at all.


  In my second dream, I am in a maternity ward, giving birth. My body tunnels in, my heart pulses low in my belly. There is a rush of pressure, and then the baby arrives in a lightning rush and flow. “It’s a girl,” the nurse beams, and she hands me the newborn.


  I pull the pink blanket from her face, then stop. “This isn’t Kate,” I say.


  “Of course not,” the nurse agrees. “But she’s still yours.”


  •••


  The angel that arrives is wearing Armani and barking into a cell phone as she enters the hospital room. “Sell it,” my sister orders. “I don’t care if you have to set up a lemonade stand in Fanueil Hall and give the shares away, Peter. I said sell.” She pushes a button and holds out her arms to me. “Hey,” Zanne soothes when I burst into tears. “Did you really think I’d listen to you when you told me not to come?”


  “But—”


  “Faxes. Phones. I can work from your home. Who else is going to watch Jesse?”


  Brian and I look at each other; we haven’t thought that far. In response, Brian stands up, hugs Zanne awkwardly. Jesse runs toward her at full tilt. “Who’s that kid you adopted, Sara ... because Jesse can’t possibly be that big ...” She disengages Jesse from her knees and leans down over the hospital bed, where Kate is sleeping. “I bet you don’t remember me,” Zanne says, her eyes bright. “But I remember you.”


  It comes so easy—letting her take charge. Zanne gets Jesse involved in a game of tic-tac-toe and bullies a Chinese restaurant that doesn’t deliver into bringing up lunch. I sit beside Kate, basking in my sister’s competence. I let myself pretend she can fix the things I can’t.


  •••


  After Zanne takes Jesse home for the night, Brian and I become bookends in the dark, bracketing Kate. “Brian,” I whisper. “I’ve been thinking.”


  He shifts in his seat. “What about?”


  I lean forward, so that I catch his eye. “Having a baby.”


  Brian’s eyes narrow. “Jesus, Sara.” He gets to his feet, turns his back to me. “Jesus.”


  I stand up, too. “It’s not what you think.”


  When he faces me, pain draws every line of his features tight. “We can’t just replace Kate if she dies,” he says.


  In the hospital bed, Kate shifts, rustling the sheets. I force myself to imagine her at age four, wearing a Halloween costume; age twelve, trying out lip gloss; age twenty, dancing around a dorm room. “I know. So we have to make sure that she doesn’t.”


  WEDNESDAY


  I will read ashes for you, if you ask me.


  I will look in the fire and tell you from the gray lashes


  And out of the red and black tongues and stripes,


  I will tell how fire comes


  And how fire runs as far as the sea.


  —CARL SANDBURG, “Fire Pages”


  CAMPBELL


  [image: Images]


  WE ARE ALL, I SUPPOSE, beholden to our parents—the question is, how much? This is what runs through my mind while my mother jabbers on about my father’s latest affair. Not for the first time, I wish for siblings—if only so that I would receive sunrise phone calls like this only once or twice a week, instead of seven.


  “Mother,” I interrupt, “I doubt that she’s actually sixteen.”


  “You underestimate your father, Campbell.”


  Maybe, but I also know that he’s a federal judge. He may leer after schoolgirls, but he’d never do anything illegal. “Mom, I’m late for court. I’ll check back in with you later,” I say, and I hang up before she can protest.


  I am not going to court, but still. Taking a deep breath, I shake my head and find Judge staring at me. “Reason number 106 why dogs are smarter than humans,” I say. “Once you leave the litter, you sever contact with your mothers.”


  I walk into the kitchen as I am knotting my tie. My apartment, it is a work of art. Sleek and minimalist, but what is there is the best that money can buy—a one-of-a-kind black leather couch; a flat screen television hanging on the wall; a locked glass case filled with signed first editions from authors like Hemingway and Hawthorne. My coffeemaker comes imported from Italy; my refrigerator is sub-zero. I open it and find a single onion, a bottle of ketchup, and three rolls of black-and-white film.


  This, too, is no surprise—I rarely eat at home. Judge is so used to restaurant food he wouldn’t recognize kibble if it slid its way down his throat. “What do you think?” I ask him. “Rosie’s sound good?”


  He barks as I fasten his service-dog harness. Judge and I have been together for seven years. I bought him from a breeder of police dogs, but he was specially trained with me in mind. As for his name, well, what attorney wouldn’t want to be able to put a Judge in a crate every now and then?


  Rosie’s is what Starbucks wishes it was: eclectic and funky, crammed with patrons who at any time might be reading Russian lit in its original tongue or balancing a company’s budget on a laptop or writing a screenplay while mainlining caffeine. Judge and I usually walk there and sit at our usual table, in the back. We order a double espresso and two chocolate croissants, and we flirt shamelessly with Ophelia, the twenty-year-old waitress. But today, when we walk inside, Ophelia is nowhere to be found and there is a woman sitting at our table, feeding a toddler in a stroller a bagel. This throws me for such a loop that Judge needs to tug me to the only spot that’s free, a stool at the counter that looks out on the street.


  Seven-thirty A.M., and already this day is a bust.


  A heroin-thin boy with enough rings in his eyebrows to resemble a shower curtain rod approaches with a pad. He sees Judge at my feet. “Sorry, dude. No dogs allowed.”


  “This is a service dog,” I explain. “Where’s Ophelia?”


  “She’s gone, man. Eloped, last night.”


  Eloped? People still do that? “With whom?” I ask, though it’s none of my business.


  “Some performance artist who sculpts dog crap into busts of world leaders. It’s supposed to be a statement.”


  I feel a momentary pang for poor Ophelia. Take it from me: love has all the lasting permanence of a rainbow—beautiful while it’s there, and just as likely to have disappeared by the time you blink.


  The waiter reaches into his back pocket and hands me a plastic card. “Here’s the Braille menu.”


  “I want a double espresso and two croissants, and I’m not blind.”


  “Then what’s Fido for?”


  “I have SARS,” I say. “He’s tallying the people I infect.”


  The waiter can’t seem to figure out if I am joking. He backs away, unsure, to get my coffee.


  Unlike my normal table, this one has a view of the street. I watch an elderly lady narrowly avoid the swipe of a taxi; a boy dances past with a radio three times the size of his head balanced on his shoulder. Twins in parochial school uniforms giggle behind the pages of a teen magazine. And a woman with a running river of black hair spills coffee on her skirt, dropping the paper cup on the pavement.


  Inside me, everything stops. I wait for her to lift her face—to see if this could possibly be who I think it is—but she turns away from me, blotting the fabric with a napkin. A bus cuts the world in half, and my cell phone begins to ring.


  I glance down at the incoming number: no surprise there. Turning off the power button without bothering to take my mother’s call, I glance back at the woman outside the window, but by then the bus is gone and so is she.


  •••


  I open the door of the office, already barking orders for Kerri. “Call Osterlitz and ask him whether he’s available to testify during the Weiland trial; get a list of other complainants who’ve gone up against New England Power in the past five years; make me a copy of the Melbourne deposition; and phone Jerry at the court and ask who the judge is going to be for the Fitzgerald kid’s hearing.”


  She glances up at me as the phone begins to ring. “Speaking of.” She jerks her head in the direction of the door to my inner sanctum. Anna Fitzgerald stands on the threshold with a spray can of industrial cleaner and a chamois cloth, polishing the doorknob.


  “What are you doing?” I ask.


  “What you told me to.” She looks down at the dog. “Hey, Judge.”


  “Line two for you,” Kerri interrupts. I give her a measured look—why she even let this kid in here is beyond me—and try to get into my office, but whatever Anna has put on the hardware makes it too greasy to turn. I struggle for a moment, until she grips the knob with the cloth and opens the door for me.


  Judge circles the floor, finding the most comfortable spot. I punch the blinking light on the call row. “Campbell Alexander.”


  “Mr. Alexander, this is Sara Fitzgerald. Anna Fitzgerald’s mother.” I let this information settle. I stare at her daughter, polishing a mere five feet away.


  “Mrs. Fitzgerald,” I answer, and as expected, Anna stops in her tracks.


  “I’m calling because ... well, you see, this is all a misunderstanding.”


  “Have you filed a response to the petition?”


  “That isn’t going to be necessary. I spoke to Anna last night, and she isn’t going to continue with her case. She wants to do anything she can to help Kate.”


  “Is that so.” My voice falls flat. “Unfortunately, if my client is planning to call off her lawsuit, I’ll need to hear it directly from her.” I raise a brow, catch Anna’s gaze. “You wouldn’t happen to know where she is?”


  “She went out for a run,” Sara Fitzgerald says. “But we’re going to come down to the courthouse this afternoon. We’ll talk to the judge, and get this straightened out.”


  “I suppose I’ll see you then.” I hang up the phone and cross my arms, look at Anna. “Is there something you’d like to tell me?”


  She shrugs. “Not really.”


  “That’s not what your mother seems to think. Then again, she’s also under the impression that you’re out playing Flo Jo.”


  Anna glances out into the reception area, where Kerri, naturally, is hanging on our words like a cat on a rope. She closes the door and walks up to my desk. “I couldn’t tell her I was coming here, not after last night.”


  “What happened last night?” When Anna goes mute, I lose my patience. “Listen. If you’re not going to go through with a lawsuit ... if this is a colossal waste of my time ... then I’d appreciate it if you had the honesty to tell me now, rather than later. Because I’m not a family therapist or your best buddy; I’m your attorney. And for me to be your attorney there actually has to be a case. So I will ask you one more time: have you changed your mind about this lawsuit?”


  I expect this tirade to put an end to the litigation, to reduce Anna to a wavering puddle of indecision. But to my surprise, she looks right at me, cool and collected. “Are you still willing to represent me?” she asks.


  Against my better judgment, I say yes.


  “Then no,” she says, “I haven’t changed my mind.”


  •••


  The first time I sailed in a yacht club race with my father I was fourteen, and he was dead set against it. I wasn’t old enough; I wasn’t mature enough; the weather was too iffy. What he really was saying was that having me crew for him was more likely to lose him the cup than to win it. In my father’s eyes, if you weren’t perfect, you simply weren’t.


  His boat was a USA-1 class, a marvel of mahogany and teak, one he’d bought from the keyboard player J. Geils up in Marblehead. In other words: a dream, a status symbol, and a rite of passage, all wrapped up in a gleaming white sail and a honey-colored hull.


  We hit the start dead-on, crossing the line at full sail just as the cannon shot off. I did my best to be a step ahead of where my father needed me to be—guiding the rudder before he even gave the order, jibing and tacking until my muscles burned with effort. And maybe this even would have had a happy ending, but then a storm blew in from the north, bringing sheets of rain and swells that stretched ten feet high, pitching us from height to gulley.


  I watched my father move in his yellow slicker. He didn’t seem to notice it was raining; he certainly didn’t want to crawl into a hole and clutch his sick stomach and die, like I did. “Campbell,” he bellowed, “come about.”


  But to turn into the wind meant to ride another roller coaster up and down. “Campbell,” my father repeated, “now.”


  A trough opened up in front of us; the boat dipped so sharply I lost my footing. My father lunged past me, grabbing for the rudder. For one blessed moment, the sails went still. Then the boom whipped across, and the boat tacked along an opposite course.


  “I need coordinates,” my father ordered.


  Navigating meant going down into the hull where the charts were, and doing the math to figure out what heading we had to be on to reach the next race buoy. But being below, away from the fresh air, only made it worse. I opened a map just in time to throw up all over it.


  My father found me by default, because I hadn’t returned with an answer. He poked his head down and saw me sitting in a puddle of my own vomit. “For Christ’s sake,” he muttered, and left me.


  It took all the strength I had to pull myself up after him. He jerked the wheel and yanked at the rudder. He pretended I was not there. And when he jibed, he did not call it. The sail whizzed across the boat, ripping the seam of the sky. The boom flew, clipped me on the back of the head and knocked me out.


  I came to just as my father was stealing the wind of another boat, mere feet from the finish line. The rain had mellowed to a mist, and as he put our craft between the airstream and our closest competitor, the other boat fell back. We won by seconds.


  I was told to clean up my mess and take the taxi in, while my father sailed the dory to the yacht club to celebrate. It was an hour later when I finally arrived, and by then he was in high spirits, drinking scotch from the crystal cup he had won. “Here comes your crew, Cam,” a friend called out. My father lifted the victory cup in salute, drank deeply, and then slammed it down so hard on the bar that its handle shattered.


  “Oh,” said another sailor. “That’s a shame.”


  My father never took his eyes off me. “Isn’t it, though,” he said.


  •••


  On the rear bumper of practically every third car in Rhode Island you’ll find a red-and-white sticker celebrating the victims of some of the bigger criminal cases in the state: My Friend Katie DeCubellis Was Killed by a Drunk Driver. My Friend John Sisson Was Killed by a Drunk Driver. These are given out at school fairs and fund-raisers and hair salons, and it doesn’t matter if you never knew the kid who got killed; you put them on your vehicle out of solidarity and secret joy that this tragedy did not happen to you.


  Last year, there were red-and-white stickers with a new victim’s name: Dena DeSalvo. Unlike the other victims, this was one I knew marginally. She was the twelve-year-old daughter of a judge, who reportedly broke down during a custody trial held shortly after the funeral and took a three-month leave of absence to deal with his grief. The same judge, incidentally, who has been assigned to Anna Fitzgerald’s case.


  As I make my way into the Garrahy Complex, where the family court is housed, I wonder if a man carrying around so much baggage will be able to try a case where a winning outcome for my client will precipitate the death of her teenage sister.


  There is a new bailiff at the entrance, a man with a neck as thick as a redwood and most likely the brainpower to match. “Sorry,” he says. “No pets.”


  “This is a service dog.”


  Confused, the bailiff leans forward and peers into my eyes. I do the same, right back at him. “I’m nearsighted. He helps me read the road signs.” Stepping around the guy, Judge and I head down the hall to the courtroom.


  Inside, the clerk is being taken down a peg by Anna Fitzgerald’s mother. That’s my assumption, at least, because in actuality the woman looks nothing like her daughter, who stands beside her. “I’m quite sure that in this case, the judge would understand,” Sara Fitzgerald argues. Her husband waits a few feet behind her, apart.


  When Anna notices me, a wash of relief rushes over her features. I turn to the clerk of the court. “I’m Campbell Alexander,” I say. “Is there a problem?”


  “I’ve been trying to explain to Mrs. Fitzgerald, here, that we only allow attorneys into chambers.”


  “Well, I’m here on behalf on Anna,” I reply.


  The clerk turns to Sara Fitzgerald. “Who’s representing your party?”


  Anna’s mother is stricken for a moment. She turns to her husband. “It’s like riding a bicycle,” she says quietly.


  Her husband shakes his head. “Are you sure you want to do this?”


  “I don’t want to do this. I have to do this.”


  The words fall into place like cogs. “Hang on,” I say. “You’re a lawyer?”


  Sara turns. “Well, yes.”


  I glance down at Anna, incredulous. “And you neglected to mention this?”


  “You never asked,” she whispers.


  The clerk gives us each an Entry of Appearance form, and summons the sheriff.


  “Vern.” Sara smiles. “Good to see you again.”


  Oh, this just keeps getting better.


  “Hey!” The sheriff kisses her cheek, shakes hands with the husband. “Brian.”


  So not only is she an attorney; she also has all the public servants in the palm of her hand. “Are we finished with Old Home Day?” I ask, and Sara Fitzgerald rolls her eyes at the sheriff: The guy’s a jerk, but what are you gonna do? “Stay here,” I tell Anna, and I follow her mother back toward chambers.


  Judge DeSalvo is a short man with a monobrow and a fondness for coffee milk. “Good morning,” he says, waving us toward our seats. “What’s with the dog?”


  “He’s a service dog, Your Honor.” Before he can say anything else, I leap into the genial conversation that heralds every meeting in chambers in Rhode Island. We are a small state, smaller still in the legal community. It is not only conceivable that your paralegal is the niece or sister-in-law of the judge with whom you’re meeting; it’s downright likely. As we chat, I glance over at Sara, who needs to understand which of us is part of this game, and which of us isn’t. Maybe she was an attorney, but not in the ten years I’ve been one.


  She is nervous, pleating the bottom of her blouse. Judge DeSalvo notices. “I didn’t know you were practicing law again.”


  “I wasn’t planning to, Your Honor, but the complainant is my daughter.”


  At that, the judge turns to me. “Well, what’s this all about, Counselor?”


  “Mrs. Fitzgerald’s youngest daughter is seeking medical emancipation from her parents.”


  Sara shakes her head. “That’s not true, Judge.” Hearing his name, my dog glances up. “I spoke to Anna, and she assured me she really doesn’t want to do this. She had a bad day, and wanted a little extra attention.” Sara lifts a shoulder. “You know how thirteen-year-olds can be.”


  The room grows so quiet, I can hear my own pulse. Judge DeSalvo doesn’t know how thirteen-year-olds can be. His daughter died when she was twelve.


  Sara’s face flames red. Like the rest of this state, she knows about Dena DeSalvo. For all I know, she’s got one of the bumper stickers on her minivan. “Oh God, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”


  The judge looks away. “Mr. Alexander, when was the last time you spoke with your client?”


  “Yesterday morning, Your Honor. She was in my office when her mother called me to say it was a misunderstanding.”


  Predictably, Sara’s jaw drops. “She couldn’t have been. She was jogging.”


  I look at her. “You sure about that?”


  “She was supposed to be jogging ...”


  “Your Honor,” I say, “this is precisely my point, and the reason Anna Fitzgerald’s petition has merit. Her own mother isn’t aware of where she is on any given morning; medical decisions regarding Anna are made with the same haphazard—”


  “Counselor, can it.” The judge turns to Sara. “Your daughter told you she wanted to call off the lawsuit?”


  “Yes.”


  He glances at me. “And she told you that she wanted to continue?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Then I’d better talk directly to Anna.”


  When the judge gets up and walks out of chambers, we follow. Anna is sitting on a bench in the hall with her father. One of her sneakers is untied. “I spy something green,” I hear her say, and then she looks up.


  “Anna,” I say, at the exact same moment as Sara Fitzgerald.


  It is my responsibility to explain to Anna that Judge DeSalvo wants a few minutes in private. I need to coach her, so that she says the right things, so that the judge doesn’t throw the case out before she gets what she wants. She is my client; by definition, she is supposed to follow my counsel.


  But when I call her name, she turns toward her mother.


  ANNA


  [image: Images]


  I DON’T THINK ANYONE WOULD COME to my funeral. My parents, I guess, and Aunt Zanne and maybe Mr. Ollincott, the social studies teacher. I picture the same cemetery we went to for my grandmother’s funeral, although that was in Chicago so it doesn’t really make any sense. There would be rolling hills that look like green velvet, and statues of gods and lesser angels, and that big brown hole in the ground like a split seam, waiting to swallow the body that used to be me.


  I imagine my mom in a black-veiled Jackie O hat, sobbing. My dad holding on to her. Kate and Jesse staring at the shine of the coffin and trying to plea-bargain with God for all the times they did something mean to me. It is possible that some of the guys from my hockey team would come, clutching lilies and their composure. “That Anna,” they’d say, and they wouldn’t cry but they’d want to.


  There would be an obituary on page twenty-four of the paper, and maybe Kyle McFee would see it and come to the funeral, his beautiful face twisted up with the what-ifs of the girlfriend he never got to have. I think there would be flowers, sweet peas and snapdragons and blue balls of hydrangea. I hope someone would sing “Amazing Grace,” not just the famous first verse but all of them. And afterward, when the leaves turned and the snow came, every now and then I would rise in everyone’s minds like a tide.


  At Kate’s funeral, everyone will come. There will be nurses from the hospital who’ve gotten to be our friends, and other cancer patients still counting their lucky stars, and townspeople who helped raise money for her treatments. They will have to turn mourners away at the cemetery gates. There will be so many lush funeral baskets that some will be donated to charity. The newspaper will run a story of her short and tragic life.


  Mark my words, it will be on the front page.


  •••


  Judge DeSalvo’s wearing flip-flops, the kind soccer players wear when they take off their cleats. I don’t know why, but this makes me feel a little better. I mean, it’s bad enough I’m here in this courthouse, being led toward his private room in the back; there’s something nice about knowing that I’m not the only one who doesn’t quite fit the part.


  He takes a can from a dwarf fridge and asks me what I’d like to drink. “Coke would be great,” I say.


  The judge opens the can. “Did you know that if you leave a baby tooth in a glass of Coke, in a few weeks it’ll completely disappear? Carbonic acid.” He smiles at me. “My brother is a dentist in Warwick. Does that trick every year for the kindergartners.”


  I take a sip of the Coke, and imagine my insides dissolving. Judge DeSalvo doesn’t sit down behind his desk, but instead takes a chair right next to me. “Here’s the problem, Anna,” he says. “Your mom is telling me you want to do one thing. And your lawyer is telling me you want to do another. Now, under normal circumstances, I’d expect your mother to know you better than some guy you met two days ago. But you never would have met this guy if you hadn’t sought him out for his services. And that makes me think that I need to hear what you think about all this.”


  “Can I ask you something?”


  “Sure,” he says.


  “Does there have to be a trial?”


  “Well ... your parents can just agree to medical emancipation, and that would be that,” the judge says.


  Like that would ever happen.


  “On the other hand, once someone files a petition—like you have—then the respondent—your parents—have to go to court. If your parents really believe you’re not ready to make these kinds of decisions by yourself, they have to present their reasons to me, or else risk having me find in your favor by default.”


  I nod. I have told myself that no matter what, I’m going to keep cool. If I fall apart at the seams, there’s no way this judge will think I’m capable of deciding anything. I have all these brilliant intentions, but I get sidetracked by the sight of the judge, lifting his can of apple juice.


  Not too long ago, when Kate was in the hospital to get her kidneys checked out, a new nurse handed her a cup and asked for a urine sample. “It better be ready when I come back for it,” she said. Kate—who isn’t a fan of snotty demands—decided the nurse needed to be taken down a peg. She sent me out on a mission to the vending machines, to get the very juice that the judge is drinking now. She poured this into the specimen cup, and when the nurse came back, held it up to the light. “Huh,” Kate said. “Looks a little cloudy. Better filter it through again.” And then she lifted it to her lips and drank it down.


  The nurse turned white and flew out of the room. Kate and I, we laughed until our stomachs cramped. For the rest of that day, all we had to do was catch each other’s eye and we’d dissolve.


  Like a tooth, and then there’s nothing left.


  “Anna?” Judge DeSalvo prompts, and then he sets that stupid can of Mott’s down on the table between us and I burst into tears.


  “I can’t give a kidney to my sister. I just can’t.”


  Without a word, Judge DeSalvo hands me a box of Kleenex. I wad some into a ball, wipe at my eyes and my nose. For a while, he’s quiet, letting me catch my breath. When I look up I find him waiting. “Anna, no hospital in this country will take an organ from an unwilling donor.”


  “Who do you think signs off on it?” I ask. “Not the little kid getting wheeled into the OR—her parents.”


  “You’re not a little kid; you could certainly make your objections known,” he says.


  “Oh, right,” I say, tearing up again. “When you complain because someone’s sticking a needle into you for the tenth time, it’s considered standard operating procedure. All the adults look around with fake smiles and tell each other that no one voluntarily asks for more needles.” I blow my nose into a Kleenex. “The kidney—that’s just today. Tomorrow it’ll be something else. It’s always something else.”


  “Your mother told me you want to drop the lawsuit,” he says. “Did she lie to me?”


  “No.” I swallow hard.


  “Then ... why did you lie to her?”


  There are a thousand answers for that; I choose the easy one. “Because I love her,” I say, and the tears come all over again. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.”


  He stares at me hard. “You know what, Anna? I’m going to appoint someone who’s going to help your lawyer tell me what’s best for you. How does that sound?”


  My hair’s fallen all over the place; I tuck it behind my ear. My face is so red it feels swollen. “Okay,” I answer.


  “Okay.” He presses an intercom button, and asks to have everyone else sent back.


  My mother comes into the room first and starts to make her way over to me, until Campbell and his dog cut her off. He raises his brows and gives me a thumbs-up sign, but it’s a question. “I’m not sure what’s going on,” Judge DeSalvo says, “so I’m appointing a guardian ad litem to spend two weeks with her. Needless to say, I expect full cooperation on both of your parts. I want the guardian ad litem’s report back, and then we’ll have a hearing. If there’s anything more I need to know at that time, bring it with you.”


  “Two weeks ...” my mother says. I know what she’s thinking. “Your Honor, with all due respect, two weeks is a very long time, given the severity of my other daughter’s illness.”


  She looks like someone I do not recognize. I have seen her before be a tiger, fighting a medical system that isn’t moving fast enough for her. I have seen her be a rock, giving the rest of us something to cling to. I have seen her be a boxer, coming up swinging before the next punch can be thrown by Fate. But I have never seen her be a lawyer before.


  Judge DeSalvo nods. “All right. We’ll have a hearing next Monday, then. In the meantime I want Kate’s medical records brought to—”


  “Your Honor,” Campbell Alexander interrupts. “As you’re well aware, due to the strange circumstances of this case, my client is living with opposing counsel. That’s a flagrant breach of justice.”


  My mother sucks in her breath. “You are not suggesting my child be taken away from me.”


  Taken away? Where would I go?


  “I can’t be sure that opposing counsel won’t try to use her living arrangements to her best advantage, Your Honor, and possibly pressure my client.” Campbell stares right at the judge, unblinking.


  “Mr. Alexander, there is no way I am pulling this child out of her home,” Judge DeSalvo says, but then he turns to my mother. “However, Mrs. Fitzgerald, you cannot talk about this case with your daughter unless her attorney is present. If you can’t agree to that, or if I hear of any breach in that domestic Chinese wall, I may have to take more drastic action.”


  “Understood, Your Honor,” my mother says.


  “Well.” Judge DeSalvo stands up. “I’ll see you all next week.” He walks out of the room, his flip-flops making small sucking slaps on the tile floor.


  The minute he is gone, I turn to my mother. I can explain, I want to say, but it never makes its way out loud. Suddenly a wet nose pokes into my hand. Judge. It makes my heart, that runaway train, slow down.


  “I need to speak to my client,” Campbell says.


  “Right now she’s my daughter,” my mother says, and she takes my hand and yanks me out of my chair. At the threshold of the door, I manage to look back. Campbell’s fuming. I could have told him it would wind up like this. Daughter trumps everything, no matter what the game.


  •••


  World War III begins immediately, not with an assassinated archduke or a crazy dictator but with a missed left turn. “Brian,” my mother says, craning her neck. “That was North Park Street.”


  My father blinks out of his fog. “You could have told me before I passed it.”


  “I did.”


  Before I can even weigh the costs and benefits of entering someone else’s battle again, I say, “I didn’t hear you.”


  My mother’s head whips around. “Anna, right now, you are the last person whose input I need or want.”


  “I just—”


  She holds up her hand like the privacy partition in a cab. She shakes her head.


  On the backseat, I slide sideways and curl my feet up, facing to the rear, so that all I see is black.


  “Brian,” my mother says. “You missed it again.”


  •••


  When we walk in, my mother steams past Kate, who opened the door for us, and past Jesse, who is watching what looks like the scrambled Playboy channel on TV. In the kitchen, she opens cabinets and bangs them shut. She takes food from the refrigerator and smacks it onto the table.


  “Hey,” my father says to Kate. “How’re you feeling?”


  She ignores him, pushing into the kitchen. “What happened?”


  “What happened. Well.” My mother pins me with a gaze. “Why don’t you ask your sister what happened?”


  Kate turns to me, all eyes.


  “Amazing how quiet you are now, when a judge isn’t listening,” my mother says.


  Jesse turns off the television. “She made you talk to a judge? Damn, Anna.”


  My mother closes her eyes. “Jesse, you know, now would be a good time for you to leave.”


  “You don’t have to ask me twice,” he says, his voice full of broken glass. We hear the front door open and shut, a whole story.


  “Sara.” My father steps into the room. “We all need to cool off a little.”


  “I have one child who’s just signed her sister’s death sentence, and I’m supposed to cool off?”


  The kitchen gets so silent we can hear the refrigerator whispering. My mother’s words hang like too-ripe fruit, and when they fall on the floor and burst, she shudders into motion. “Kate,” she says, hurrying toward my sister, her arms already outstretched. “Kate, I shouldn’t have said that. It’s not what I meant.”


  In my family, we seem to have a tortured history of not saying what we ought to and not meaning what we do. Kate covers her mouth with her hand. She backs out of the kitchen door, bumping into my father, who fumbles but cannot catch her as she scrambles upstairs. I hear the door to our room slam shut. My mother, of course, goes after her.


  So I do what I do best. I move in the opposite direction.


  •••


  Is there any place on earth that smells better than a Laundromat? It’s like a rainy Sunday when you don’t have to get out from under your covers, or like lying back on the grass your father’s just mowed—comfort food for your nose. When I was little my mom would take hot clothes out of the dryer and dump them on top of me where I was sitting on the couch. I used to pretend they were a single skin, that I was curled tight beneath them like one large heart.


  The other thing I like is that Laundromats draw lonely people like metal to magnets. There’s a guy passed out on a bank of chairs in the back, with army boots and a T-shirt that says Nostradamus Was an Optimist. A woman at the folding table sifts through a heap of men’s button-down shirts, sniffing back tears. Put ten people together in a Laundromat and chances are you won’t be the one who’s worst off.


  I sit down across from a bank of washers and try to match up the clothes with the people waiting. The pink panties and lace nightgown belong to the girl who is reading a romance novel. The woolly red socks and checkered shirt are the skanky sleeping student. The soccer jerseys and kiddie overalls come from the toddler who keeps handing filmy white dryer sheets to her mom, oblivious on a cell phone. What kind of person can afford a cell phone, but not her own washer and dryer?


  I play a game with myself, sometimes, and try to imagine what it would be like to be the person whose clothes are spinning in front of me. If I were washing those carpenter jeans, maybe I’d be a roofer in Phoenix, my arms strong and my back tan. If I had those flowered sheets, I might be on break from Harvard, studying criminal profiling. If I owned that satin cape, I might have season tickets to the ballet. And then I try to picture myself doing any of these things and I can’t. All I can ever see is me, being a donor for Kate, each time stretching to the next.


  Kate and I are Siamese twins; you just can’t see the spot where we’re connected. Which makes separation that much more difficult.


  When I look up the girl who works the Laundromat is standing over me, with her lip ring and blue streaked dreadlocks. “You need change?” she asks.


  To tell you the truth, I’m afraid to hear my own answer.


  JESSE
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  I AM THE KID WHO PLAYED with matches. I used to steal them from the shelf above the refrigerator, take them into my parents’ bathroom. Jean Naté Bath Splash ignites, did you know that? Spill it, strike, and you can set fire to the floor. It burns blue, and when the alcohol is gone, it stops.


  Once, Anna walked in on me when I was in the bathroom. “Hey,” I said. “Check this out.” I dribbled some Jean Naté on the floor, her initials. Then I torched them. I figured she’d run screaming like a tattletale, but instead she sat right down on the edge of the bathtub. She reached for the bottle of Jean Naté, made some loopy design on the tiles, and told me to do it again.


  Anna is the only proof I have that I was born into this family, instead of dropped off on the doorstep by some Bonnie and Clyde couple that ran off into the night. On the surface, we’re polar opposites. Under the skin, though, we’re the same: people think they know what they’re getting, and they’re always wrong.


  •••


  Fuck them all. I ought to have that tattooed on my forehead, for all the times I’ve thought it. Usually I am in transit, speeding in my Jeep until my lungs give out. Today, I’m driving ninety-five down 95. I weave in and out of traffic, sewing up a scar. People yell at me behind their closed windows. I give them the finger.


  It would solve a thousand problems if I rolled the Jeep over an embankment. It’s not like I haven’t thought about it, you know. On my license, it says I’m an organ donor, but the truth is I’d consider being an organ martyr. I’m sure I’m worth a lot more dead than alive—the sum of the parts equals more than the whole. I wonder who might wind up walking around with my liver, my lungs, even my eyeballs. I wonder what poor asshole would get stuck with whatever it is in me that passes for a heart.


  To my dismay, though, I get all the way to the exit without a scratch. I peel off the ramp and tool along Allens Avenue. There’s an underpass there where I know I’ll find Duracell Dan. He’s a homeless dude, Vietnam vet, who spends most of his time collecting batteries that people toss into the trash. What the hell he does with them, I don’t know. He opens them up, I know that much. He says the CIA hides messages for all its operatives in Energizer double-As, that the FBI sticks to Evereadys.


  Dan and I have a deal: I bring him a McDonald’s Value Meal a few times a week, and in return, he watches over my stuff. I find him huddled over the astrology book that he considers his manifesto. “Dan,” I say, getting out of the car and handing him his Big Mac. “What’s up?”


  He squints at me. “The moon’s in freaking Aquarius.” He stuffs a fry into his mouth. “I never should have gotten out of bed.”


  If Dan has a bed, it’s news to me. “Sorry about that,” I say. “Got my stuff?”


  He jerks his head to the barrels behind the concrete pylon where he keeps my things. The perchloric acid filched from the chemistry lab at the high school is intact; in another barrel is the sawdust. I hike the stuffed pillowcase under my arm and haul it to the car. I find him waiting at the door. “Thanks.”


  He leans against the car, won’t let me get inside. “They gave me a message for you.”


  Even though everything that comes out of Dan’s mouth is total bullshit, my stomach rolls over. “Who did?”


  He looks down the road, then back at me. “You know.” Leaning closer, he whispers, “Think twice.”


  “That was the message?”


  Dan nods. “Yeah. It was that, or Drink twice. I can’t be sure.”


  “That advice I might actually listen to.” I shove him a little, so that I can get into the car. He is lighter than you’d think, like whatever was inside him was used up long ago. With that reasoning, it’s a wonder I don’t float off into the sky. “Later,” I tell him, and then I drive toward the warehouse I’ve been watching.


  I look for places like me: big, hollow, forgotten by most everyone. This one’s in the Olneyville area. At one time, it was used as a storage facility for an export business. Now, it’s pretty much just home to an extended family of rats. I park far enough away that no one would think twice about my car. I stuff the pillowcase of sawdust under my jacket and take off.


  It turns out that I learned something from my dear old dad after all: firemen are experts at getting into places they shouldn’t be. It doesn’t take much to pick the lock, and then it’s just a matter of figuring out where I want to start. I cut a hole in the bottom of the pillowcase and let the sawdust draw three fat initials, JBF. Then I take the acid and dribble it over the letters.


  This is the first time I’ve done it in the middle of the day.


  I take a pack of Merits out of my pocket and tamp them down, then stick one into my mouth. My Zippo’s almost out of lighter fluid; I need to remember to get some. When I’m finished, I get to my feet, take one last drag, and toss the cigarette into the sawdust. I know this one’s going to move fast, so I’m already running when the wall of fire rises behind me. Like all the others, they will look for clues. But this cigarette and my initials will have long been gone. The whole floor underneath them will melt. The walls will buckle and give.


  The first engine reaches the scene just as I get back to my car and pull the binoculars out of my trunk. By then, the fire’s done what it wants to—escape. Glass has blown out of windows; smoke rises black, an eclipse.


  The first time I saw my mother cry I was five. She was standing at the kitchen window, pretending that she wasn’t. The sun was just coming up, a swollen knot. “What are you doing?” I asked. It was not until years later that I realized I had heard her answer all wrong. That when she said mourning, she had not been talking about the time of day.


  The sky, now, is thick and dark with smoke. Sparks shower as the roof falls in. A second crew of firefighters arrives, the ones who have been called in from their dinner tables and showers and living rooms. With the binoculars, I can make out his name, winking on the back of his turnout coat like it’s spelled in diamonds. Fitzgerald. My father lays hands on a charged line, and I get into my car and drive away.


  •••


  At home, my mother is having a nervous breakdown. She flies out the door as soon as I pull into my parking spot. “Thank God,” she says. “I need your help.”


  She doesn’t even look back to see if I’m following her inside, and that is how I know it’s Kate. The door to my sisters’ room has been kicked in, the wooden frame around it splintered. My sister lies still on her bed. Then all of a sudden she bursts to life, jerking up like a tire jack and puking blood. A stain spreads over her shirt and onto her flowered comforter, red poppies where there weren’t any before.


  My mother gets down beside her, holding back her hair and pressing a towel up to her mouth when Kate vomits again, another gush of blood. “Jesse,” she says matter-of-factly, “your father’s out on a call, and I can’t reach him. I need you to drive us to the hospital, so that I can sit in the back with Kate.”


  Kate’s lips are slick as cherries. I pick her up in my arms. She’s nothing but bones, poking sharp through the skin of her T-shirt.


  “When Anna ran off, Kate wouldn’t let me into her room,” my mother says, hurrying beside me. “I gave her a little while to calm down. And then I heard her coughing. I had to get in there.”


  So you kicked it down, I think, and it doesn’t surprise me. We reach the car, and she opens the door so that I can slide Kate inside. I pull out of the driveway and speed even faster than normal through town, onto the highway, toward the hospital.


  Today, when my parents were at court with Anna, Kate and I watched TV. She wanted to put on her soap and I told her fuck off and put on the scrambled Playboy channel instead. Now, as I run through red lights, I’m wishing that I’d let her watch that retarded soap. I’m trying not to look at her little white coin of a face in the rearview mirror. You’d think, with all the time I’ve had to get used to it, that moments like this wouldn’t come as such a shock. The question we cannot ask pushes through my veins with each beat: Is this it? Is this it? Is this it?


  The minute we hit the ER driveway, my mother’s out of the car, hurrying me to get Kate. We are quite a picture walking through the automatic doors, me with Kate bleeding in my arms, and my mother grabbing the first nurse who walks by. “She needs platelets,” my mother orders.


  They take her away from me, and for a few moments, even after the ER team and my mother have disappeared with Kate behind closed curtains, I stand with my arms buoyed, trying to get used to the fact that there’s no longer anything in them.


  •••


  Dr. Chance, the oncologist I know, and Dr. Nguyen, some expert I don’t, tell us what we’ve already figured out: these are the death throes of end-stage kidney disease. My mother stands next to the bed, her hand tight around Kate’s IV pole. “Can you still do a transplant?” she asks, as if Anna never started her lawsuit, as if it means absolutely nothing.


  “Kate’s in a pretty grave clinical state,” Dr. Chance tells her. “I told you before I didn’t know if she was strong enough to survive that level of surgery; the odds are even slighter now.”


  “But if there was a donor,” she says, “would you do it?”


  “Wait.” You’d think my throat had just been paved with straw. “Would mine work?”


  Dr. Chance shakes his head. “A kidney donor doesn’t have to be a perfect match, in an ordinary case. But your sister isn’t an ordinary case.”


  When the doctors leave, I can feel my mother staring at me. “Jesse,” she says.


  “It wasn’t like I was volunteering. I just wanted to, you know, know.” But inside, I’m burning just as hot as I was when that fire caught at the warehouse. What made me believe I might be worth something, even now? What made me think I could save my sister, when I can’t even save myself?


  Kate’s eyes open, so that she’s staring right at me. She licks her lips—they’re still caked with blood—and it makes her look like a vampire. The undead. If only.


  I lean closer, because she doesn’t have enough in her right now to make the words creep across the air between us. Tell, she mouths, so that my mother won’t look up.


  I answer, just as silent. Tell? I want to make sure I’ve got it right.


  Tell Anna.


  But the door to the room bursts open and my father fills the room with smoke. His hair and clothes and skin reek of it, so much so that I look up, expecting the sprinklers to go off. “What happened?” he asks, going right to the bed.


  I slip out of the room, because nobody needs me there anymore. In the elevator, in front of the NO SMOKING sign, I light a cigarette.


  Tell Anna what?


  SARA
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  1990–1991


  BY PURE CHANCE, or maybe karmic distribution, all three clients at the hair salon are pregnant. We sit under the dryers, hands folded over our bellies like a row of Buddhas. “My top choices are Freedom, Low, and Jack,” says the girl next to me, who is getting her hair dyed pink.


  “What if it’s not a boy?” asks the woman sitting on my other side.


  “Oh, those are meant to be for either.”


  I hide a smile. “I vote for Jack.”


  The girl squints, looking out the window at the rotten weather. “Sleet is nice,” she says absently, and then tries it on for size. “Sleet, pick up your toys. Sleet, honey, come on, or we’re gonna be late for the Uncle Tupelo concert.” She digs a piece of paper and a pencil stub out of her maternity overalls and scribbles down the name.


  The woman on my left grins at me. “Is this your first?”


  “My third.”


  “Mine too. I have two boys. I’m keeping my fingers crossed.”


  “I have a boy and a girl,” I tell her. “Five and three.”


  “Do you know what you’re having this time?”


  I know everything about this baby, from her sex to the very placement of her chromosomes, including the ones that make her a perfect match for Kate. I know exactly what I am having: a miracle. “It’s a girl,” I answer.


  “Ooh, I’m so jealous! My husband and I, we didn’t find out at the ultrasound. I thought if I heard it was another boy, I might never finish out the last five months.” She shuts off her hair dryer and pushes it back. “You have any names picked?”


  It strikes me that I don’t. Although I am nine months pregnant, although I have had plenty of time to dream, I have not really considered the specifics of this child. I have thought of this daughter only in terms of what she will be able to do for the daughter I already have. I haven’t admitted this even to Brian, who lies at night with his head on my considerable belly, waiting for the twitches that herald—he thinks—the first female placekicker for the Patriots. Then again, my dreams for her are no less exalted; I plan for her to save her sister’s life.


  “We’re waiting,” I tell the woman.


  Sometimes I think it is all we ever do.


  •••


  There was a moment, after Kate’s three months of chemotherapy last year, that I was stupid enough to believe we had beaten the odds. Dr. Chance said that she seemed to be in remission, and that we would just keep an eye on what came next. And for a little while, my life even got back to normal: chauffeuring Jesse to soccer practice and helping out in Kate’s preschool class and even taking a hot bath to relax.


  And yet, there was a part of me that knew the other shoe was bound to drop. This part scoured Kate’s pillow every morning, even after her hair started to grow back with its frizzy, burned ends, just in case it started falling out again. This part went to the geneticist recommended by Dr. Chance. Engineered an embryo given the thumbs-up by scientists to be a perfect match for Kate. Took the hormones for IVF and conceived that embryo, just in case.


  It was during a routine bone marrow aspiration that we learned Kate was in molecular relapse. On the outside, she looked like any other three-year-old girl. On the inside, the cancer had surged through her system again, steamrolling the progress that had been made with chemo.


  Now, in the backseat with Jesse, Kate’s kicking her feet and playing with a toy phone. Jesse sits next to her, staring out the window. “Mom? Do buses ever fall on people?”


  “Like out of trees?”


  “No. Like ... just over.” He makes a flipping motion with his hand.


  “Only if the weather’s really bad, or if the driver’s going too fast.”


  He nods, accepting my explanation for his safety in this universe. Then: “Mom? Do you have a favorite number?”


  “Thirty-one,” I tell him. This is my due date. “How about you?”


  “Nine. Because it can be a number, or how old you are, or a six standing on its head.” He pauses only long enough to take a breath. “Mom? Do we have special scissors to cut meat?”


  “We do.” I take a right and drive past a cemetery, headstones canted forward and back like a set of yellowed teeth.


  “Mom?” Jesse asks, “is that where Kate will go?”


  The question, just as innocent as any of the others Jesse would ask, makes my legs go weak. I pull the car over and put on my hazard lights. Then I unbuckle my seat belt and turn around. “No, Jess,” I tell him. “She’s staying with us.”


  •••


  “Mr. and Mrs. Fitzgerald?” the producer says. “This is where we’ll put you.”


  We sit down on the set at the TV studio. We’ve been invited here because of our baby’s unorthodox conception. Somehow, in an effort to keep Kate healthy, we’ve unwittingly become the poster children for scientific debate.


  Brian reaches for my hand as we are approached by Nadya Carter, the reporter for the newsmagazine. “We’re just about ready. I’ve already taped an intro about Kate. All I’m going to do is ask you a few questions, and we’ll be finished before you know it.”


  Just before the camera starts rolling, Brian wipes his cheeks on the sleeve of his shirt. The makeup artist, standing behind the lights, moans. “Well, for God’s sake,” he whispers to me. “I’m not going on national TV wearing blush.”


  The camera comes to life with far less ceremony than I’ve expected, just a little hum that runs up my arms and legs.


  “Mr. Fitzgerald,” Nadya says, “can you explain to us why you chose to visit a geneticist in the first place?”


  Brian looks at me. “Our three-year-old daughter has a very aggressive form of leukemia. Her oncologist suggested we find a bone marrow donor—but our oldest son wasn’t a genetic match. There’s a national registry, but by the time the right donor comes along for Kate, she might not ... be around. So we thought it might be a good idea to see if another sibling of Kate’s matched up.”


  “A sibling,” Nadya says, “who doesn’t exist.”


  “Not yet,” Brian replies.


  “What made you turn to a geneticist?”


  “Time constraints,” I say bluntly. “We couldn’t keep having babies year after year until one was a match for Kate. The doctor was able to screen several embryos to see which one, if any, would be the ideal donor for Kate. We were lucky enough to have one out of four—and it was implanted through IVF.”


  Nadya looks down at her notes. “You’ve received hate mail, haven’t you?”


  Brian nods. “People seem to think that we’re trying to make a designer baby.”


  “Aren’t you?”


  “We didn’t ask for a baby with blue eyes, or one that would grow to be six feet tall, or one that would have an IQ of two hundred. Sure, we asked for specific characteristics—but they’re not anything anyone would ever consider to be model human traits. They’re just Kate’s traits. We don’t want a superbaby; we just want to save our daughter’s life.”


  I squeeze Brian’s hand. God, I love him.


  “Mrs. Fitzgerald, what will you tell this baby when she grows up?” Nadya asks.


  “With any luck,” I say, “I’ll be able to tell her to stop bugging her sister.”


  •••


  I go into labor on New Year’s Eve. The nurse taking care of me tries to distract me from my contractions by talking about the signs of the sun. “This one, she’s gonna be a Capricorn,” Emelda says as she rubs my shoulders.


  “Is that good?”


  “Oh, Capricorns, they get the job done.”


  Inhale, exhale. “Good ... to ... know,” I tell her.


  There are two other babies being born. One woman, Emelda says, has her legs crossed. She’s trying to make it to 1991. The New Year’s Baby is entitled to packs of free diapers and a $100 savings bond from Citizens Bank for that distant college education.


  When Emelda goes out to the nurse’s desk, leaving us alone, Brian reaches for my hand. “You okay?”


  I grimace my way through another contraction. “I’d be better if this was over.”


  He smiles at me. To a paramedic/firefighter, a routine hospital delivery is something to shrug at. If my water had broken during a train wreck, or if I was laboring in the back of a taxi—


  “I know what you’re thinking,” he interrupts, although I haven’t said a word out loud, “and you’re wrong.” He lifts my hand, kisses the knuckles.


  Suddenly an anchor unspools inside me. The chain, thick as a fist, twists in my abdomen. “Brian,” I gasp, “get the doctor.”


  My OB comes in and holds his hand between my legs. He glances up at the clock. “If you can hold on a minute, this kid’s gonna be born famous,” he says, but I shake my head.


  “Get it out,” I tell him. “Now.”


  The doctor looks at Brian. “Tax deduction?” he guesses.


  I am thinking of saving, but it has nothing to do with the IRS. The baby’s head slips through the seal of my skin. The doctor’s hand holds her, slides that gorgeous cord free of her neck, delivers her shoulder by shoulder.


  I struggle to my elbows to watch what is going on below. “The umbilical cord,” I remind him. “Be careful.” He cuts it, beautiful blood, and hurries it out of the room to a place where it will be cryogenically preserved until Kate is ready for it.


  •••


  Day Zero of Kate’s pre-transplant regimen starts the morning after Anna is born. I come down from the maternity ward and meet Kate in Radiology. We are both wearing yellow isolation gowns, and this makes her laugh. “Mommy,” she says, “we match.”


  She has been given a pediatric cocktail for sedation, and under any other circumstance, this would be funny. Kate can’t find her own feet. Every time she stands up, she collapses. It strikes me that this is how Kate will look when she gets drunk on peach schnapps for the first time in high school or college; and then I quickly remind myself that Kate might never be that old.


  When the therapist comes to take her into the RT suite, Kate latches on to my leg. “Honey,” Brian says, “it’s gonna be fine.”


  She shakes her head and burrows closer. When I crouch down, she throws herself into my arms. “I won’t take my eyes off you,” I promise.


  The room is large, with jungle murals painted on the walls. The linear accelerators are built into the ceiling and a pit below the treatment table, which is little more than a canvas cot covered with a sheet. The radiation therapist places thick lead pieces shaped like beans onto Kate’s chest and tells her not to move. She promises that when it’s all over, Kate can have a sticker.


  I stare at Kate through the protective glass wall. Gamma rays, leukemia, parenthood. It is the things you cannot see coming that are strong enough to kill you.


  •••


  There is a Murphy’s Law to oncology, one which is not written anywhere but held in widespread belief: if you don’t get sick, you won’t get well. Therefore, if your chemo makes you violently ill, if radiation sears your skin—it’s all good. On the other hand, if you sail through therapy quickly with only negligible nausea or pain, chances are the drugs have somehow been excreted by your body and aren’t doing their job.


  By this criterion, Kate should surely be cured by now. Unlike last year’s chemo, this course of treatment has taken a little girl who didn’t even have a runny nose and has turned her into a physical wreck. Three days of radiation has caused constant diarrhea, and put her back into a diaper. At first, this embarrassed her; now she is so sick she doesn’t care. The following five days of chemo have lined her throat with mucus, which keeps her clutching at a suction tube as if it is a life preserver. When she is awake, all she does is cry.


  Since Day Six, when Kate’s white blood cell and neutrophil counts began to plummet, she has been in reverse isolation. Any germ in the world might kill her now; for this reason, the world is made to keep its distance. Visitors to her room are restricted, and those who are allowed in look like spacemen, gowned and masked. Kate has to read picture books while wearing rubber gloves. No plants or flowers are permitted, because they carry bacteria that could kill her. Any toy given to her must be scrubbed down with antiseptic solution first. She sleeps with her teddy bear, sealed in a Ziploc bag, which rustles all night and sometimes wakes her up.


  Brian and I sit outside the anteroom, waiting. While Kate sleeps, I practice giving injections to an orange. After the transplant Kate will need growth factor shots, and the chore will fall to me. I prick the syringe under the thick skin of the fruit, until I feel the soft give of tissue underneath. The drug I will be giving is subcutaneous, injected just under the skin. I need to make sure the angle is right and that I am giving the proper amount of pressure. The speed with which you push the needle down can cause more or less pain. The orange, of course, doesn’t cry when I make a mistake. But the nurses still tell me that injecting Kate won’t feel much different.


  Brian picks up a second orange and begins to peel it. “Put that down!”


  “I’m hungry.” He nods at the fruit in my hands. “And you’ve already got a patient.”


  “For all you know that was someone else’s. God knows what it’s doped up with.”


  Suddenly Dr. Chance turns the corner and approaches us. Donna, an oncology nurse, walks behind him, brandishing an IV bag filled with crimson liquid. “Drum roll,” she says.


  I put down my orange, follow them into the anteroom, and suit up so that I can come within ten feet of my daughter. Within minutes Donna attaches the bag to a pole, and connects the drip to Kate’s central line. It is so anticlimactic that Kate doesn’t even wake up. I stand on one side, as Brian goes to the other. I hold my breath. I stare down at Kate’s hips, the iliac crest, where bone marrow is made. Through some miracle, these stem cells of Anna’s will go into Kate’s bloodstream in her chest, but will find their way to the right spot.


  “Well,” Dr. Chance says, and we all watch the cord blood slowly slide through the tubing, a Crazy Straw of possibility.


  JULIA
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  AFTER TWO HOURS OF LIVING with my sister again, I’m finding it hard to believe we ever comfortably shared a womb. Isobel has already organized my CDs by year of release, swept under the couch, and tossed out half the food in my refrigerator. “Dates are our friend, Julia.” She sighs. “You have yogurt in here from when Democrats ruled the White House.”


  I slam the door shut and count to ten. But when Izzy moves toward the gas oven and starts looking for the cleaning controls, I lose my cool. “Sylvia doesn’t need cleaning.”


  “That’s another thing: Sylvia the oven. Smilla the Fridge. Do we really need to name our kitchen appliances?”


  My kitchen appliances. Mine, not ours, goddammit. “I’m totally getting why Janet broke up with you,” I mutter.


  At that, Izzy looks up, stricken. “You are horrible,” she says. “You are horrible and after I was born I should have sewed Mom shut.” She runs to the bathroom in tears.


  Isobel is three minutes older than me, but I’ve always been the one who takes care of her. I’m her nuclear bomb: when there’s something upsetting her, I go in and lay waste to it, whether that’s one of our six older brothers teasing her or the evil Janet, who decided she wasn’t gay after seven years into a committed relationship with Izzy. Growing up, Izzy was the Goody Two-shoes and I was the one who came up fighting—swinging my fists or shaving my head to get a rise out of our parents or wearing combat boots with my high school uniform. Yet now that we’re thirty-two, I’m a card-carrying member of the Rat Race; while Izzy is a lesbian who builds jewelry out of paper clips and bolts. Go figure.


  The door to the bathroom doesn’t lock, but Izzy doesn’t know that yet. So I walk in and wait till she finishes splashing cold water on her face, and I hand her a towel. “Iz. I didn’t mean it.”


  “I know.” She looks at me in the mirror. Most people can’t tell us apart now that I have a real job that requires conventional hair and conventional clothes. “At least you had a relationship,” I point out. “The last time I had a date was when I bought that yogurt.”


  Izzy’s lips curve, and she turns to me. “Does the toilet have a name?”


  “I was thinking of Janet,” I say, and my sister cracks up.


  The telephone rings, and I go into the living room to answer it. “Julia? This is Judge DeSalvo calling. I’ve got a case that needs a guardian ad litem, and I’m hoping you might be able to help me out.”


  I became a guardian ad litem a year ago, when I realized that nonprofit work wasn’t covering my rent. A GAL is appointed by a court to be a child’s advocate during legal proceedings that involve a minor. You don’t have to be a lawyer to be trained as a GAL, but you do have to have a moral compass and a heart. Which, actually, probably renders most lawyers unqualified for the job.


  “Julia? Are you there?”


  I would turn cartwheels for Judge DeSalvo; he pulled strings to get me a job when I first became a GAL. “Whatever you need,” I promise. “What’s going on?”


  He gives me background information—phrases like medical emancipation and thirteen and mother with legal background float by me. Only two items stick fast: the word urgent, and the name of the attorney.


  God, I can’t do this.


  “I can be there in an hour,” I say.


  “Good. Because I think this kid needs someone in her corner.”


  “Who was that?” Izzy asks. She is unpacking the box that holds her work supplies: tools and wire and little containers of metal bits that sound like teeth gnashing when she sets them down.


  “A judge,” I reply. “There’s a girl who needs help.”


  What I don’t tell my sister is that I’m talking about me.


  •••


  Nobody’s home at the Fitzgerald house. I ring the doorbell twice, certain this must be a mistake. From what Judge DeSalvo’s led me to believe, this is a family in crisis. But I find myself standing in front of a well-kept Cape, with carefully tended flower gardens lining the walk.


  When I turn around to go back to my car, I see the girl. She still has that knobby, calf-like look of preteens; she jumps over every sidewalk crack. “Hi,” I say, when she is close enough to hear me. “Are you Anna?”


  Her chin snaps up. “Maybe.”


  “I’m Julia Romano. Judge DeSalvo asked me to be your guardian ad litem. Did he explain to you what that is?”


  Anna narrows her eyes. “There was a girl in Brockton who got kidnapped by someone who said they’d been asked by her mom to pick her up and drive her to the place where her mom worked.”


  I rummage in my purse and pull out my driver’s license, and a stack of papers. “Here,” I say. “Be my guest.” She glances at me, and then at the god-awful picture on my license; she reads through the copy of the emancipation petition I picked up at the family court before I came here. If I am a psychotic killer, then I have done my homework well. But there is a part of me already giving Anna credit for being wary: this is not a child who rushes headlong into situations. If she’s thinking long and hard about going off with me, presumably she must have thought long and hard about untangling herself from the net of her family.


  She hands back everything I’ve given her. “Where is everyone?” she asks.


  “I don’t know. I thought you could tell me.”


  Anna’s gaze slides to the front door, nervous. “I hope nothing happened to Kate.”


  I tilt my head, considering this girl, who has already managed to surprise me. “Do you have time to talk?” I ask.


  •••


  The zebras are the first stop in the Roger Williams Zoo. Of all the animals in the Africa section, these have always been my favorite. I can give or take elephants; I never can find the cheetah—but the zebras captivate me. They’d be one of the few things that would fit if we were lucky enough to live in a world that’s black or white.


  We pass blue duikers, bongos, and something called a naked mole rat that doesn’t come out of its cave. I often take kids to the zoo when I’m assigned to their cases. Unlike when we sit down face-to-face in the courthouse, or even at Dunkin’ Donuts, at the zoo they are more likely to open up to me. They’ll watch the gibbons swinging around like Olympic gymnasts and just start talking about what happens at home, without even realizing what they are doing.


  Anna, though, is older than all of the kids I’ve worked with, and less than thrilled to be here. In retrospect, I realize this was a bad choice. I should have taken her to a mall, to a movie.


  We walk through the winding trails of the zoo, Anna talking only when forced to respond. She answers me politely when I ask her questions about her sister’s health. She says that her mother is, indeed, the opposing attorney. She thanks me when I buy her an ice cream.


  “Tell me what you like to do,” I say. “For fun.”


  “Play hockey,” Anna says. “I used to be a goaltender.”


  “Used to be?”


  “The older you get, the less the coach forgives you if you miss a game.” She shrugs. “I don’t like letting a whole team down.”


  Interesting way to put it, I think. “Do your friends still play hockey?”


  “Friends?” She shakes her head. “You can’t really have anyone over to your house when your sister needs to be resting. You don’t get invited back for sleepovers when your mom comes to pick you up at two in the morning to go to the hospital. It’s probably been a while since you’ve been in middle school, but most people think freakhood is contagious.”


  “So who do you talk to?”


  She looks at me. “Kate,” she says. Then she asks if I have a cell phone.


  I take one out of my pocketbook and watch her dial the hospital’s number by heart. “I’m looking for a patient,” Anna says to the operator. “Kate Fitzgerald?” She glances up at me. “Thanks anyway.” Punching the buttons, she hands the phone back to me. “Kate isn’t registered.”


  “That’s good, right?”


  “It could just mean that the paperwork hasn’t caught up to the operator yet. Sometimes it takes a few hours.”


  I lean against a railing near the elephants. “You seem pretty worried about your sister right now,” I point out. “Are you sure you’re ready to face what’s going to happen if you stop being a donor?”


  “I know what’s going to happen.” Anna’s voice is low. “I never said I liked it.” She raises her face to mine, challenging me to find fault with her.


  For a minute I look at her. What would I do, if I found out that Izzy needed a kidney, or part of my liver, or marrow? The answer isn’t even questionable—I would ask how quickly we could go to the hospital and have it done.


  But then, it would have been my choice, my decision.


  “Have your parents ever asked you if you want to be a donor for your sister?”


  Anna shrugs. “Kind of. The way parents ask questions that they already have answered in their heads. You weren’t the reason that the whole second grade stayed in for recess, were you? Or, You want some broccoli, right?”


  “Did you ever tell your parents that you weren’t comfortable with the choice they’d made for you?”


  Anna pushes away from the elephants and begins to trudge up the hill. “I might have complained a couple of times. But they’re Kate’s parents, too.”


  Small tumblers in this puzzle begin to hitch for me. Traditionally, parents make decisions for a child, because presumably they are looking out for his or her best interests. But if they are blinded, instead, by the best interests of another one of their children, the system breaks down. And somewhere, underneath all the rubble, are casualties like Anna.


  The question is, did she instigate this lawsuit because she truly feels that she can make better choices about her own medical care than her parents can, or because she wants her parents to hear her for once when she cries?


  We wind up in front of the polar bears, Trixie and Norton. For the first time since we’ve gotten here, Anna’s face lights up. She watches Kobe, Trixie’s cub—the newest addition to the zoo. He swats at his mother as she lies on the rocks, trying to get her to play. “The last time there was a polar bear baby,” Anna says, “they gave it to another zoo.”


  She is right; memories of the articles in the ProJo swim into my mind. It was a big public relations move for Rhode Island.


  “Do you think he wonders what he did to get himself sent away?”


  We are trained, as guardians ad litem, to see the signs of depression. We know how to read body language, and flat affect, and mood swings. Anna’s hands are clenched around the metal railing. Her eyes go dull as old gold.


  Either this girl loses her sister, I think, or she’s going to lose herself.


  “Julia,” she asks, “would it be okay if we went home?”


  •••


  The closer we get to her house, Anna distances herself from me. A pretty nifty trick, given that the physical space between us remains unaltered. She shrinks against the window of my car, staring at the streets that bleed by. “What happens next?”


  “I’m going to talk to everyone else. Your mom and dad, your brother and sister. Your lawyer.”


  Now a dilapidated Jeep is parked in the driveway, and the front door of the house is open. I turn off the ignition, but Anna makes no move to release her seat belt. “Will you walk me in?”


  “Why?”


  “Because my mother’s going to kill me.”


  This Anna—genuinely skittish—bears little resemblance to the one I’ve spent the past hour with. I wonder how a girl might be both brave enough to instigate a lawsuit, and afraid to face her own mother. “How come?”


  “I sort of left today without telling her where I was going.”


  “You do that a lot?”


  Anna shakes her head. “Usually I do whatever I’m told.”


  Well, I am going to have to speak to Sara Fitzgerald sooner or later. I get out of the car, and wait for Anna to do the same. We walk up the front path, past the groomed flower beds, and through the front door.


  She is not the foe I’ve built her up to be. For one thing, Anna’s mother is shorter than I am, and slighter. She has dark hair and haunted eyes and is pacing. The moment it creaks open, she runs to Anna. “For God’s sake,” she cries, shaking her daughter by the shoulders, “where have you been? Do you have any idea—”


  “Excuse me, Mrs. Fitzgerald. I’d like to introduce myself.” I step forward, extending my hand. “I’m Julia Romano, the guardian ad litem appointed by the court.”


  She slides her arm around Anna, a stiff show of tenderness. “Thank you for bringing Anna home. I’m sure you have lots to discuss with her, but right now—”


  “Actually, I was hoping I could speak to you. I’ve been asked by the court to present my findings in less than a week, so if you’ve got a few minutes—”


  “I don’t,” Sara says abruptly. “Now isn’t really a good time. My other daughter has just been readmitted to the hospital.” She looks at Anna, still standing in the doorway of the kitchen: I hope you’re happy.


  “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  “I am too.” Sara clears her throat. “I appreciate you coming by to talk to Anna. And I know you’re just doing your job. But this is all going to work itself out, really. It’s a misunderstanding. I’m sure Judge DeSalvo will be telling you that in a day or so.”


  She takes a step backward, challenging me—and Anna—to say otherwise. I glance at Anna, who catches my eye and shakes her head almost imperceptibly, a plea to just let this go for now.


  Who is she protecting—her mother, or herself?


  A red flag unravels across my mind: Anna is thirteen. Anna lives with her mother. Anna’s mother is opposing counsel. How can Anna possibly live in the same home and not be swayed by Sara Fitzgerald?


  “Anna, I’ll call you tomorrow.” Then without saying good-bye to Sara Fitzgerald, I leave her house, headed for the one place on earth I never wanted to go.


  •••


  The law offices of Campbell Alexander look exactly the way I’ve pictured them: at the top of a building cast in black glass, at the end of a hallway lined with a Persian runner, through two heavy mahogany doors that keep out the riffraff. Sitting at the massive receptionist’s desk is a girl with porcelain features and a telephone earpiece hidden under the mane of her hair. I ignore her and walk toward the only closed door. “Hey!” she yells. “You can’t go in there!”


  “He’ll be expecting me,” I say.


  Campbell doesn’t look up from whatever he’s writing with great fury. His shirtsleeves are rolled up to the elbow. He needs a haircut. “Kerri,” he says, “see if you can find some Jenny Jones transcript about identical twins who don’t know that they—”


  “Hello, Campbell.”


  First, he stops writing. Then he lifts his head. “Julia.” He gets to his feet, a schoolboy caught in an indecent act.


  I step inside and close the door behind me. “I’m the guardian ad litem assigned to Anna Fitzgerald’s case.”


  A dog that I haven’t noticed till now takes its place by Campbell’s side. “I’d heard that you went to law school.”


  Harvard. On full scholarship.


  “Providence is a pretty tight place ... I kept expecting ...” His voice trails off, and he shakes his head. “Well, I thought for sure we’d run into each other before now.”


  He smiles at me, and I suddenly am seventeen again—the year I realized love doesn’t follow the rules, the year I understood that nothing is worth having so much as something unattainable. “It’s not all that hard to avoid someone, when you want to,” I answer coolly. “You of all people should know.”


  CAMPBELL
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  I’M REMARKABLY CALM, really, until the principal of Ponaganset High School starts to give me a telephone lecture on political correctness. “For God’s sake,” he sputters. “What kind of message does it send when a group of Native American students names their intramural basketball league ‘The Whiteys’?”


  “I imagine it sends the same message that you did when you picked the Chieftains as your school mascot.”


  “We’ve been the Ponaganset Chieftains since 1970,” the principal argues.


  “Yes, and they’ve been members of the Narragansett tribe since they were born.”


  “It’s derogatory. And politically incorrect.”


  “Unfortunately,” I point out, “you can’t sue a person for political incorrectness, or clearly you would have been handed a summons years ago. However, on the flip side, the Constitution does protect various individual rights to Americans, including Native Americans—one for assembly, and one for free speech, which suggest that the Whiteys would be granted permission to convene even if your ridiculous threat of a lawsuit managed to make its way to court. For that matter, you may want to consider a class action against humanity in general, since surely you’d also like to stifle the inherent racism implicit in the White House, the White Mountains, and the White Pages.” There is dead silence on the other end of the phone. “Shall I assume, then, that I can tell my client you don’t plan to litigate after all?”


  After he hangs up on me, I push the intercom button. “Kerri, call Ernie Fishkiller, and tell him he’s got nothing to worry about.”


  As I settle down to the mountain of work on my desk, Judge lets out a sigh. He’s asleep, curled like a braided rug to the left of my desk. His paw twitches.


  That’s the life, she said to me, as we watched a puppy chase its own tail. That’s what I want to be next.


  I had laughed. You would wind up as a cat, I told her. They don’t need anyone else.


  I need you, she replied.


  Well, I said. Maybe I’ll come back as catnip.


  I press my thumbs into the balls of my eyes. Clearly I am not getting enough sleep; first there was that moment at the coffee shop, now this. I scowl at Judge, as if it is his fault, and then focus my attention on some notes I’ve made on a legal pad. New client—a drug dealer caught by the prosecution on videotape. There’s no way out of a conviction on this one, unless the guy has an identical twin his mother kept secret.


  Which, come to think of it ...


  The door opens, and without glancing up I fire a directive at Kerri. “See if you can find some Jenny Jones transcript about identical twins who don’t know that they—”


  “Hello, Campbell.”


  I am going crazy; I am definitely going crazy. Because not five feet away from me is Julia Romano, whom I have not seen in fifteen years. Her hair is longer now, and fine lines bracket her mouth, parentheses around a lifetime of words I was not around to hear. “Julia,” I manage.


  She closes the door, and at the sound, Judge jumps to his feet. “I’m the guardian ad litem assigned to Anna Fitzgerald’s case,” she says.


  “Providence is a pretty tight place ... I kept expecting ... Well, I thought for sure we’d run into each other before now.”


  “It’s not all that hard to avoid someone, when you want to,” she answers. “You of all people should know.” Then, all of a sudden, the anger seems to steam out of her. “I’m sorry. That was totally uncalled for.”


  “It’s been a long time,” I reply, when what I really want to do is ask her what she’s been doing for the past fifteen years. If she still drinks tea with milk and lemon. If she’s happy. “Your hair isn’t pink anymore,” I say, because I am an idiot.


  “No, it’s not,” she replies. “Is that a problem?”


  I shrug. “It’s just. Well ...” Where are words, when you need them? “I liked the pink,” I confess.


  “It tends to take away from my authority in a courtroom,” Julia admits.


  This makes me smile. “Since when do you care what people think of you?”


  She doesn’t respond, but something changes. The temperature of the room, or maybe the wall that comes up in her eyes. “Maybe instead of dragging up the past, we should talk about Anna,” she suggests diplomatically.


  I nod. But it feels like we are sitting on the tight bench of a bus with a stranger between us, one that neither of us is willing to admit to or mention, and so we find ourselves talking around him and through him and sneaking glances when the other one isn’t looking. How am I supposed to think about Anna Fitzgerald when I’m wondering whether Julia has ever woken up in someone’s arms and for just a moment, before the sleep cleared from her mind, thought maybe it was me?


  Sensing tension, Judge gets up and stands beside me. Julia seems to notice for the first time that we are not alone in the room. “Your partner?”


  “Only an associate,” I say. “But he made Law Review.” Her fingers scratch Judge behind the ear—goddamn lucky bastard—and grimacing, I ask her to stop. “He’s a service dog. He isn’t supposed to be petted.”


  Julia looks up, surprised. But before she can ask, I turn the conversation. “So. Anna.” Judge pushes his nose into my palm.


  She folds her arms. “I went to see her.”


  “And?”


  “Thirteen-year-olds are heavily influenced by their parents. And Anna’s mother seems convinced that this trial isn’t going to happen. I have a feeling she might be trying to convince Anna of that, too.”


  “I can take care of that,” I say.


  She looks up, suspicious. “How?”


  “I’ll get Sara Fitzgerald removed from the house.”


  Her jaw drops. “You’re kidding, right?”


  By now, Judge has started pulling my clothes in earnest. When I don’t respond, he barks twice. “Well, I certainly don’t think my client ought to be the one to move out. She hasn’t violated the judge’s orders. I’ll get a temporary restraining order keeping Sara Fitzgerald from having any contact with her.”


  “Campbell, that’s her mother!”


  “This week, she’s opposing counsel, and if she’s prejudicing my client in any way she needs to be ordered not to do so.”


  “Your client has a name, and an age, and a world that’s falling apart—the last thing she needs is more instability in her life. Have you even bothered to get to know her?”


  “Of course I have,” I lie, as Judge begins to whine at my feet.


  Julia glances down at him. “Is something wrong with your dog?”


  “He’s fine. Look. My job is to protect Anna’s legal rights and win the case, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”


  “Of course you are. Not necessarily because it’s in Anna’s best interests ... but because it’s in yours. How ironic is it that a kid who wants to stop being used for another person’s benefit winds up picking your name out of the Yellow Pages?”


  “You don’t know anything about me,” I say, my jaw tightening.


  “Well, whose fault is that?”


  So much for not bringing up the past. A shudder runs the length of me, and I grab Judge by the collar. “Excuse me,” I say, and I walk out the office door, leaving Julia for the second time in my life.


  When you get right down to it, The Wheeler School was a factory, pumping out debutantes and future investment bankers. We all looked alike and talked alike. To us, summer was a verb.


  There were students, of course, who broke that mold. Like the scholarship kids, who wore their collars up and learned to row, never realizing that all along we were well aware they weren’t one of us. There were the stars, like Tommy Boudreaux, who was drafted by the Detroit Redwings in his junior year. Or the head cases, who tried to slit their wrists or mix booze and Valium and then left campus just as silently as they had once wandered around it.


  I was a sixth-former the year that Julia Romano came to Wheeler. She wore army boots and a Cheap Trick T-shirt under her school blazer; she was able to memorize entire sonnets without breaking a sweat. During free periods, while the rest of us were copping smokes behind the headmaster’s back, she climbed the stairs to the ceiling of the gymnasium and sat with her back against a heating duct, reading books by Henry Miller and Nietzsche. Unlike the other girls in school, with their smooth waterfalls of yellow hair caught up in a headband like ribbon candy, hers was an absolute tornado of black curls, and she never wore makeup—just those sharp features, take it or leave it. She had the thinnest hoop I’d ever seen, a silver filament, through her left eyebrow. She smelled like fresh dough rising.


  There were rumors about her: that she’d been booted out of a girl’s reform school; that she was some whiz kid with a perfect PSAT score; that she was two years younger than everyone else in our grade; that she had a tattoo. Nobody quite knew what to make of her. They called her Freak, because she wasn’t one of us.


  One day Julia Romano arrived at school with short pink hair. We all assumed she’d be suspended, but it turned out that in the litany of rules about what one had to wear at Wheeler, coiffure was conspicuously absent. It made me wonder why there wasn’t a single guy in the school with dreadlocks, and I realized it wasn’t because we couldn’t stand out; it’s because we didn’t want to.


  At lunch that day she passed the table where I was sitting with a bunch of guys on the sailing team and some of their girlfriends.


  “Hey,” one girl said, “did it hurt?”


  Julia slowed down. “Did what hurt?”


  “Falling into the cotton candy machine?”


  She didn’t even blink. “Sorry, I can’t afford to get my hair done at Wash, Cut and Blow Jobs ‘R’ Us.” Then she walked off to the corner of the cafeteria where she always ate by herself, playing solitaire with a deck of cards that had pictures of patron saints on the backs.


  “Shit,” one of my friends said, “that’s one girl I wouldn’t mess with.”


  I laughed, because everyone else did. But I also watched her sit down, push the tray of food away from her, and begin to lay out her cards. I wondered what it would be like to not give a damn about what people thought of you.


  One afternoon, I went AWOL from the sailing team where I was captain, and followed her. I made sure to stay far enough behind that she wouldn’t realize I was there. She headed down Blackstone Boulevard, turned into Swan Point Cemetery, and climbed to the highest point. She opened her knapsack, took out her textbooks and binder, and spread herself in front of a grave. “You might as well come out,” she said then, and I nearly swallowed my tongue, expecting a ghost, until I realized she was talking to me. “If you pay an extra quarter, you can even stare up close.”


  I stepped out from behind a big oak, my hands dug into my pockets. Now that I was there, I had no idea why I’d come. I nodded toward the grave. “That a relative?”


  She looked over her shoulder. “Yeah. My grandma had the seat right next to him on the Mayflower.” She stared at me, all right angles and edges. “Don’t you have some cricket match to go to?”


  “Polo,” I said, breaking a smile. “I’m just waiting for my horse to get here.”


  She didn’t get the joke ... or maybe she didn’t find it funny. “What do you want?”


  I couldn’t admit that I was following her. “Help,” I said. “Homework.”


  In truth I had not looked over our English assignment. I grabbed a paper on top of her binder and read aloud: You come across a horrible four-car accident. There are people moaning in pain, and bodies strewn all over the place. Do you have an obligation to stop?


  “Why should I help?” she said.


  “Well, legally, you shouldn’t. If you pull someone out and hurt them more, you could get sued.”


  “I meant why should I help you.”


  The paper floated to the ground. “You don’t think very much of me, do you?”


  “I don’t think about any of you, period. You’re a bunch of superficial idiots who wouldn’t be caught dead with someone who’s different from you.”


  “Isn’t that what you’re doing, too?”


  She stared at me for a long second. Then she started stuffing her backpack. “You’ve got a trust fund, right? If you need help, go pay a tutor.”


  I put my foot down on top of a textbook. “Would you do it?”


  “Tutor you? No way.”


  “Stop. At the car accident.”


  Her hands quieted. “Yeah. Because even if the law says that no one is responsible for anyone else, helping someone who needs it is the right thing to do.”


  I sat down beside her, close enough that the skin of her arm hummed right next to mine. “You really believe that?”


  She looked down at her lap. “Yeah.”


  “Then how,” I asked, “can you walk away from me?”


  •••


  Afterward, I wipe my face with paper towels from the dispenser and fix my tie. Judge pads in tight circles beside me, the way he always does. “You did good,” I tell him, patting the thick ruff of his neck.


  When I get back into my office, Julia is gone. Kerri sits at the computer in a rare moment of productivity, typing. “She said that if you needed her, you could damn well come find her. Her words, not mine. And she asked for all the medical records.” Kerri glances over her shoulder at me. “You look like shit.”


  “Thanks.” An orange Post-it on her desk catches my attention. “Is this where she wants the records sent?”


  “Yeah.”


  I slip the address into my pocket. “I’ll take care of it,” I say.


  •••


  A week later, in front of the same grave, I unlaced Julia Romano’s combat boots. I peeled away her camouflage jacket. Her feet were narrow and as pink as the inside of a tulip. Her collarbone was a mystery. “I knew you were beautiful under there,” I said, and this was the first spot on her that I kissed.


  •••


  The Fitzgeralds live in Upper Darby, in a house that could belong to any typical American family. Two-car garage; aluminum siding; Totfinder stickers in the windows for the fire department. By the time I get there, the sun is setting behind the roofline.


  The whole drive over, I’ve tried to convince myself that what Julia said has absolutely no bearing on why I’ve decided to visit my client. That I was always planning to take this little detour before I headed home for the night.


  But the truth is, in all the years I’ve been practicing, this is the first time I’ve paid a house call.


  Anna opens the door when I ring the bell. “What are you doing here?”


  “Checking up on you.”


  “Does that cost extra?”


  “No,” I say dryly. “It’s part of a special promotion I’m doing this month.”


  “Oh.” She crosses her arms. “Have you talked to my mother?”


  “I’m trying my best not to. I assume she’s not home?”


  Anna shakes her head. “She’s at the hospital. Kate got admitted again. I thought you might have gone over there.”


  “Kate’s not my client.”


  This actually seems to disappoint her. She tucks her hair behind her ears. “Did you, like, want to come in?”


  I follow her into the living room and sit down on the couch, a palette of cheery blue stripes. Judge sniffs the edges of the furniture. “I heard you met the guardian ad litem.”


  “Julia. She took me to the zoo. She seems all right.” Her eyes dart to mine. “Did she say something about me?”


  “She’s worried that your mother might be talking to you about this case.”


  “Other than Kate,” Anna says, “what else is there to talk about?”


  We stare at each other for a moment. Beyond a client-attorney relationship, I am at a loss.


  I could ask to see her room, except that there’s no way in hell any male defense attorney would ever go upstairs alone with a thirteen-year-old girl. I could take her out to dinner, but I doubt she’d appreciate Café Nuovo, one of my favorite haunts, and I don’t think I could stomach a Whopper. I could ask her about school, but it isn’t in session.


  “Do you have kids?” Anna asks.


  I laugh. “What do you think?”


  “It’s probably a good thing,” she admits. “No offense, but you don’t exactly look like a parent.”


  That fascinates me. “What do parents look like?”


  She seems to think about this. “You know how the tightrope guy at the circus wants everyone to believe his act is an art, but deep down you can see that he’s really just hoping he makes it all the way across? Like that.” She glances at me. “You can relax, you know. I’m not going to tie you up and make you listen to gangsta rap.”


  “Oh, well,” I joke. “In that case.” I loosen my tie and sit back on the pillows.


  It makes a smile dart briefly across her face. “You don’t have to pretend to be my friend or anything.”


  “I don’t want to pretend.” I run my hand through my hair. “The thing is, this is new to me.”


  “What is?”


  I gesture around the living room. “Visiting a client. Shooting the breeze. Not leaving a case at the office at the end of the day.”


  “Well, this is new to me, too,” Anna confesses.


  “What is?”


  She twists a strand of hair around her pinky. “Hoping,” she says.


  •••


  The part of town where Julia’s apartment is located is an upscale area with a reputation for divorced bachelors, a point that irritates me the whole time I am trying to find a parking spot. Then the doorman takes one look at Judge and bars my path. “No dogs allowed,” he says. “Sorry.”


  “This is a service dog.” When that doesn’t seem to ring a bell, I spell it out for him. “You know. Like Seeing Eye.”


  “You don’t look blind.”


  “I’m a recovering alcoholic,” I tell him. “The dog gets between me and a beer.”


  Julia’s apartment is on the seventh floor. I knock on her door and then see an eye checking me out through the peephole. She opens it a crack, but leaves the chain in place. She has a kerchief wrapped around her head, and she looks like she’s been crying.


  “Hi,” I say. “Can we start over?”


  She wipes her nose. “Who the hell are you?”


  “Okay. Maybe I deserve that.” I glance at the chain. “Let me in, will you?”


  She gives me a look, like I’m crazy or something. “Are you on crack?”


  There is a scuffle, and another voice, and then the door opens wide and stupidly I think: There are two of her. “Campbell,” the real Julia says, “what are you doing here?”


  I hold up the medical records, still getting over the shock. How the hell is it that she never managed to mention, that entire year at Wheeler, having a twin?


  “Izzy, this is Campbell Alexander. Campbell, this is my sister.”


  “Campbell ...” I watch Izzy turn my name over on her tongue. At second glance, she really looks nothing like Julia at all. Her nose is a bit longer, her complexion not nearly the same shade of gold. Not to mention the fact that watching her mouth move doesn’t make me hard. “Not the Campbell?”she says, turning to Julia. “From ...”


  “Yeah,” she sighs.


  Izzy’s gaze narrows. “I knew I shouldn’t let him in.”


  “It’s fine,” Julia insists, and she takes the files from me. “Thanks for bringing these.”


  Izzy waggles her fingers. “You can leave now.”


  “Stop.” Julia swats her sister’s arm. “Campbell is the attorney I’m working with this week.”


  “But wasn’t he the guy who—”


  “Yes, thanks, I have a fully functioning memory.”


  “So!” I interrupt. “I stopped off at Anna’s house.”


  Julia turns to me. “And?”


  “Earth to Julia,” Izzy says. “This is self-destructive behavior.”


  “Not when it involves a paycheck, Izzy. We have a case together, that’s it. Okay? And I really don’t feel like being lectured by you about self-destructive behavior. Who called Janet for a mercy fuck the night after she dumped you?”


  “Hey.” I turn to Judge. “How about those Red Sox?”


  Izzy stamps down the hall. “It’s your suicide,” she yells, and then I hear a door slam.


  “I think she really likes me,” I say, but Julia doesn’t crack a smile.


  “Thanks for the medical records. Bye.”


  “Julia—”


  “Hey, I’m just saving you the trouble. It must’ve been hard training a dog to drag you out of a room when you need rescuing from some emotionally volatile situation, like an old girlfriend who’s telling the truth. How does it work, Campbell? Hand signals? Word commands? A high-pitched whistle?”


  I look wistfully down the empty hallway. “Can I have Izzy back instead?”


  Julia tries to push me out the door.


  “All right. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cut you off today in the office. But ... it was an emergency.”


  She stares at me. “What did you say the dog’s for?”


  “I didn’t.” When she turns, Judge and I follow her deeper into the apartment, closing the door behind us. “So I went to see Anna Fitzgerald. You were right—before I took out a restraining order against her mother, I needed to talk to her.”


  “And?”


  I think back to the two of us, sitting on that striped couch, stretching a web of trust between us. “I think we’re on the same page.” Julia doesn’t respond, just picks up a glass of white wine on the kitchen counter. “Why yes, I’d love some,” I say.


  She shrugs. “It’s in Smilla.”


  The fridge, of course. For its sense of snow. When I walk there and take out the bottle, I can feel her trying not to smile. “You forget that I know you.”


  “Knew,” she corrects.


  “Then educate me. What have you been doing for fifteen years?” I nod down the hallway toward Izzy’s room. “I mean, other than cloning yourself.” A thought occurs to me, and before I can even voice it Julia answers.


  “My brothers all became builders and chefs and plumbers. My parents wanted their girls to go to college, and figured attending Wheeler senior year might stack the odds. I had good enough grades to get a partial scholarship there; Izzy didn’t. My parents could only afford to send one of us to private school.”


  “Did she go to college?”


  “RISD,” Julia says. “She’s a jewelry designer.”


  “A hostile jewelry designer.”


  “Having your heart broken can do that.” Our eyes meet, and Julia realizes what she’s said. “She just moved in today.”


  My eyes canvass the apartment, looking for a hockey stick, a Sports Illustrated magazine, a La-Z-Boy chair, anything telltale and male. “Is it hard getting used to a roommate?”


  “I was living alone before, Campbell, if that’s what you’re asking.” She looks at me over the edge of her wine glass. “How about you?”


  “I have six wives, fifteen children, and an assortment of sheep.”


  Her lips curve. “People like you always make me feel like I’m underachieving.”


  “Oh yeah, you’re a real waste of space on the planet. Harvard undergrad, Harvard Law, a bleeding heart guardian ad litem—”


  “How’d you know where I went to law school?”


  “Judge DeSalvo,” I lie, and she buys it.


  I wonder if Julia feels like it has been moments, not years, since we’ve been together. If sitting at this counter with me feels as effortless for her as it does for me. It’s like picking up an unfamiliar piece of sheet music and starting to stumble through it, only to realize it is a melody you’d once learned by heart, one you can play without even trying.


  “I didn’t think you’d become a guardian ad litem,” I admit.


  “Neither did I.” Julia smiles. “I still have moments where I fantasize about standing on a soapbox in Boston Common, railing against a patriarchal society. Unfortunately, you can’t pay a landlord in dogma.” She glances at me. “Of course, I also mistakenly believed you’d be President of the United States by now.”


  “I inhaled,” I confess. “Had to set my sights a little lower. And you—well, actually, I figured you’d be living in the suburbs, doing the soccer mom thing with a bunch of kids and some lucky guy.”


  Julia shakes her head. “I think you’re confusing me with Muffy or Bitsie or Toto or whatever the hell the names of the girls in Wheeler were.”


  “No. I just thought that ... that I might be the guy.”


  There is a thick, viscous silence. “You didn’t want to be that guy,” Julia says finally. “You made that pretty clear.”


  That’s not true, I want to argue. But how else would it look to her, when afterward, I wanted nothing to do with her. When, afterward, I acted just like everyone else. “Do you remember—” I begin.


  “I remember everything, Campbell,” she interrupts. “If I didn’t, this wouldn’t be so hard.”


  My pulse jumps so high that Judge gets to his feet and pushes his snout into my hip, alarmed. I had believed back then that nothing could hurt Julia, who seemed to be so free. I had hoped that I could be as lucky.


  I was mistaken on both counts.


  ANNA


  [image: Images]


  IN OUR LIVING ROOM we have a whole shelf devoted to the visual history of our family. Everyone’s baby pictures are there, and some school head shots, and then various photos from vacations and birthdays and holidays. They make me think of notches on a belt or scratches on a prison wall—proof that time’s passed, that we haven’t all just been swimming in limbo.


  There are double frames, singles, 8 x 10s, 4 x 6s. They are made of blond wood and inlaid wood and one very fancy glass mosaic. I pick up one of Jesse—he’s about two, in a cowboy costume. Looking at it, you’d never know what was coming down the pike.


  There is Kate with hair and Kate all bald; one of Kate as a baby sitting on Jesse’s lap; one of my mother holding each of them on the edge of a pool. There are pictures of me, too, but not many. I go from infant to about ten years old in one fell swoop.


  Maybe it’s because I was the third child, and they were sick and tired of keeping a catalog of life. Maybe it’s because they forgot.


  It’s nobody’s fault, and it’s not a big deal, but it’s a little depressing all the same. A photo says, You were happy, and I wanted to catch that. A photo says, You were so important to me that I put down everything else to come watch.


  •••


  My father calls at eleven o’clock to ask if I want him to come get me. “Mom’s going to stay at the hospital,” he explains. “But if you don’t want to be alone in the house, you can sleep at the station.”


  “No, it’s okay,” I tell him. “I can always get Jesse if I need something.”


  “Right,” my father says. “Jesse.” We both pretend that this is a reliable backup plan.


  “How’s Kate?” I ask.


  “Still pretty out of it. They’ve got her drugged up.” I hear him drag in a breath. “You know, Anna,” he begins, but then there is a shrill bell in the background. “Honey, I’ve got to go.” He leaves me with an earful of dead air.


  For a second I just hold the phone, picturing my dad stepping into his boots and pulling up the puddle of pants by their suspenders. I imagine the door of the station yawning like Aladdin’s cave, and the engine screaming out, my father in the front passenger seat. Every time he goes to work, he has to put out fires.


  It’s just the encouragement I need. Grabbing a sweater, I leave the house and head for the garage.


  •••


  There was this kid in my school, Jimmy Stredboe, who used to be a total loser. He got zits on top of his zits; he had a pet rat named Orphan Annie; and once in science class he puked into the fish tank. No one ever talked to him, in case dorkhood was contagious. But then one summer he was diagnosed with MS. After that, no one was mean to Jimmy anymore. If you passed him in the hall, you smiled. If he sat next to you at the lunch table, you nodded hello. It was as if being a walking tragedy canceled out ever having been a geek.


  From the moment I was born, I have been the girl with the sick sister. All my life bank tellers have given me extra lollipops; principals have known me by name. No one is ever outright mean to me.


  It makes me wonder how I’d be treated if I were like everyone else. Maybe I’m a pretty rotten person, not that anyone would ever have the guts to tell me this to my face. Maybe everyone thinks I’m rude or ugly or stupid but they have to be nice because it could be the circumstances of my life that make me that way.


  It makes me wonder if what I’m doing now is just my true nature.


  •••


  The headlights of another car bounce off the rearview mirror, lighting up like green goggles around Jesse’s eyes. He drives with one wrist on the wheel, lazy. He needs a haircut, in a big way. “Your car smells like smoke,” I say.


  “Yeah. But it covers the aroma of spilled whiskey.” His teeth flash in the dark. “Why? Is it bothering you?”


  “Kind of.”


  Jesse reaches across my body to the glove compartment. He takes out a pack of Merits and a Zippo, lights up, and blows smoke in my direction. “Sorry,” he says, though he isn’t.


  “Can I have one?”


  “One what?”


  “A cigarette.” They are so white they seem to glow.


  “You want a cigarette?” Jesse cracks up.


  “I’m not joking,” I say.


  Jesse raises one brow, and then turns the wheel so sharply I think he might roll the Jeep. We wind up in a huff of road dust on the shoulder. Jesse turns on the interior lights and shakes the pack so that one cigarette shimmies out.


  It feels too delicate between my fingers, like the fine bone of a bird. I hold it the way I think a drama queen ought to, between the vise of my second and middle fingers. I put it up to my lips.


  “You have to light it first.” Jesse laughs, and he sparks up the Zippo.


  There is no freaking way I’m leaning into a flame; chances are I’ll set my hair on fire instead of the cigarette. “You do it for me,” I say.


  “Nope. If you’re gonna learn, you’re gonna learn it all.” He flicks the lighter again.


  I touch the cigarette to the burn, suck in hard the way I have seen Jesse do. It makes my chest explode, and I cough so forcefully that for a minute I actually believe I can taste my lung at the base of my throat, pink and spongy. Jesse goes to pieces and plucks the cigarette out of my hand before I drop it. He takes two long drags and then tosses it out the window.


  “Nice try,” he says.


  My voice is a sandpit. “It’s like licking a barbecue.”


  While I work on remembering how to breathe, Jesse pulls into the road again. “What made you want to?”


  I shrug. “I figured I might as well.”


  “If you’d like a checklist of depravity, I can make one up for you.” When I don’t reply, he glances over at me. “Anna,” he says, “you’re not doing the wrong thing.”


  By now he’s pulled into the hospital’s parking lot. “I’m not doing the right thing, either,” I point out.


  He turns off the ignition but doesn’t make an attempt to leave the car. “Have you thought about the dragon guarding the cave?”


  I narrow my eyes. “Speak English.”


  “Well, I’m guessing Mom’s asleep about five feet away from Kate.”


  Oh, shit. It is not that I think my mother would throw me out, but she certainly won’t leave me alone with Kate, and right now that’s what I want more than anything. Jesse looks at me. “Seeing Kate isn’t going to make you feel better.”


  There’s really no way to explain why I need to know that she’s okay, at least now, even though I have taken steps that will put an end to that.


  For once, though, someone seems to understand. Jesse stares out the window of the car. “Leave it to me,” he says.


  •••


  We were eleven and fourteen, and we were training for the Guinness Book of World Records. Surely there had never been two sisters who did simultaneous headstands for so long that their cheeks went hard as plums and their eyes saw nothing but red. Kate had the shape of a pixie, all noodle arms and legs; and when she bent to the ground and kicked up her feet, it looked as delicate as a spider walking a wall. Me, I sort of defied gravity with a thud.


  We balanced in silence for a few seconds. “I wish my head was flatter,” I said, as I felt my eyebrows scrunch down. “Do you think there’s a man who’ll come to the house to time us? Or do we just mail a videotape?”


  “I guess they’ll let us know.” Kate folded her arms along the carpet.


  “Do you think we’ll be famous?”


  “We might get on the Today show. They had that eleven-year-old kid who could play the piano with his feet.” She thought for a second. “Mom knew someone who got killed by a piano falling out a window.”


  “That’s not true. Why would anyone push a piano out a window?”


  “It is true. You ask her. And they weren’t taking it out, they were putting it in.” She crossed her legs against the wall, so that it looked like she was just sitting upside down. “What do you think is the best way to die?”


  “I don’t want to talk about this,” I said.


  “Why? I’m dying. You’re dying.” When I frowned, she said, “Well, you are.” Then she grinned. “I just happen to be more gifted at it than you are.”


  “This is a stupid conversation.” Already, it was making my skin itch in places I knew I would never be able to scratch.


  “Maybe an airplane crash,” Kate mused. “It would suck, you know, when you realized you were going down ... but then it happens and you’re just powder. How come people get vaporized, but they still manage to find clothes in trees, and those black boxes?”


  By now my head was starting to pound. “Shut up, Kate.”


  She crawled down the wall and sat up, flushed. “There’s just sleeping through it as you croak, but that’s kind of boring.”


  “Shut up,” I repeated, angry that we had only lasted about twenty-two seconds, angry that now we were going to have to try for a record all over again. I tipped myself sunny-side up again and tried to clear the knot of hair out of my face. “You know, normal people don’t sit around thinking about dying.”


  “Liar. Everyone thinks about dying.”


  “Everyone thinks about you dying,” I said.


  The room went so still that I wondered if we ought to go for a different record—how long can two sisters hold their breath?


  Then a twitchy smile crossed her face. “Well,” Kate said. “At least now you’re telling the truth.”


  •••


  Jesse gives me a twenty-dollar bill for cab fare home; because that’s the only hitch in his plan—once we go through with this, he isn’t going to be driving back. We take the stairs up to the eighth floor instead of the elevator, because they let us out behind the nurse’s station, not in front of it. Then he tucks me inside a linen closet filled with plastic pillows and sheets stamped with the hospital’s name. “Wait,” I blurt out, when he’s about to leave me. “How am I going to know when it’s time?”


  He starts to laugh. “You’ll know, trust me.”


  He takes a silver flask out of his pocket—it’s one my father got from the chief and thinks he lost three years ago—screws off the cap, and pours whiskey all over the front of his shirt. Then he starts to walk down the hall. Well, walk would be a loose approximation—Jesse slams like a billiard ball into the walls and knocks over an entire cleaning cart. “Ma?” he yells out. “Ma, where are you?”


  He isn’t drunk, but he sure as hell can do a great imitation. It makes me wonder about the times I have looked out my bedroom window in the middle of the night and seen him puking into the rhododendrons—maybe that was all for show, too.


  The nurses swarm out from their hive of a desk, trying to subdue a boy half their age and three times as strong, who at that very moment grabs the uppermost tier of a linen rack and pulls it forward, making a crash so loud it rings in my ears. Call buttons start ringing like an operator’s switchboard behind the nurse’s desk, but all three of the night-duty ladies are doing their best to hold Jesse down while he kicks and flails.


  The door to Kate’s room opens, and bleary-eyed, my mother steps out. She takes a look at Jesse, and for a second her whole face is frozen with the realization that, in fact, things can get worse. Jesse swings his head toward her, a great big bull, and his features melt. “Hiya, Mom,” he greets, and he smiles loosely up at her.


  “I am so sorry,” my mother says to the nurses. She closes her eyes as Jesse stumbles upright and throws his sloppy arms around her.


  “There’s coffee in the cafeteria,” one nurse suggests, and my mother is too embarrassed to even answer her. She just moves toward the elevator banks with Jesse attached to her like a mussel on a crusty hull, and pushes the down button over and over in the fruitless hope that it will actually make the doors open faster.


  When they leave, it is almost too easy. Some of the nurses hurry off to check on the patients who’ve rung in; others settle back behind their desk, trading hushed commentary about Jesse and my poor mother like it’s some card game. They never look my way as I sneak out of the linen closet, tiptoe down the hall, and let myself into my sister’s hospital room.


  •••


  One Thanksgiving when Kate was not in the hospital, we actually pretended to be a regular family. We watched the parade on TV, where a giant balloon fell prey to a freak wind and wound up wrapped around a NYC traffic light. We made our own gravy. My mother brought the turkey’s wishbone out to the table, and we fought over who would be granted the right to snap it. Kate and I were given the honors. Before I got a good grip, my mother leaned close and whispered into my ear, “You know what to wish for.” So I shut my eyes tight and thought hard of remission for Kate, even though I had been planning to ask for a personal CD player, and got a nasty satisfaction out of the fact that I did not win the tug-of-war.


  After we ate, my father took us outside for a game of two-on-two touch football while my mother was washing the dishes. She came outside when Jesse and I had already scored twice. “Tell me,” she said, “that I am hallucinating.” She didn’t have to say anything else—we’d all seen Kate tumble like an ordinary kid and wind up bleeding uncontrollably like a sick one.


  “Aw, Sara.” My dad turned up the wattage on his smile. “Kate’s on my team. I won’t let her get sacked.”


  He swaggered over to my mother, and kissed her so long and slow that my own cheeks started to burn, because I was sure the neighbors would see. When he lifted his head, my mother’s eyes were a color I had never seen before and don’t think I have ever seen again. “Trust me,” he said, and then he threw the football to Kate.


  What I remember about that day was the way the ground bit back when you sat on it—the first hint of winter. I remember being tackled by my father, who always braced himself in a push-up so that I got none of the weight and all of his heat. I remember my mother, cheering equally for both teams.


  And I remember throwing the ball to Jesse, but Kate getting in the way—an expression of absolute shock on her face as it landed in the cradle of her arms and Dad yelled her on to the touchdown. She sprinted, and nearly had it, but then Jesse took a running leap and slammed her to the ground, crushing her underneath him.


  In that moment everything stopped. Kate lay with her arms and legs splayed, unmoving. My father was there in a breath, shoving at Jesse. “What the hell is the matter with you!”


  “I forgot!”


  My mother: “Where does it hurt? Can you sit up?”


  But when Kate rolled over, she was smiling. “It doesn’t hurt. It feels great.”


  My parents looked at each other. Neither of them understood like I did, like Jesse did—that no matter who you are, there is some part of you that always wishes you were someone else—and when, for a millisecond, you get that wish, it’s a miracle. “He forgot,” Kate said to nobody, and she lay on her back, beaming up at the cold hawkeye sun.


  •••


  Hospital rooms never get completely dark; there is always some glowing panel behind the bed in the case of catastrophe, a runway strip so that the nurses and doctors can find their way. I have seen Kate a hundred times in beds like this one, although the tubes and wires change. She always looks smaller than I remember.


  I sit down as gently as I can. The veins on Kate’s neck and chest are a road map, highways that don’t go anywhere. I trick myself into believing that I can see those rogue leukemia cells moving like a rumor through her system.


  When she opens her eyes, I nearly fall off the bed; it’s an Exorcist moment. “Anna?” she says, staring right at me. I have not seen her look this scared since we were little, and Jesse convinced us that an old Indian ghost had come back to claim the bones buried by mistake under our house.


  If you have a sister and she dies, do you stop saying you have one? Or are you always a sister, even when the other half of the equation is gone?


  I crawl onto the bed, which is narrow, but still big enough for both of us. I rest my head on her chest, so close to her central line that I can see the liquid dripping into her. Jesse is wrong—I didn’t come to see Kate because it would make me feel better. I came because without her, it’s hard to remember who I am.


  THURSDAY


  You, if you were sensible,


  When I tell you the stars flash signals, each one dreadful,


  You would not turn and answer me


  “The night is wonderful.”


  —D. H. LAWRENCE, “Under the Oak”


  BRIAN
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  WE NEVER KNOW, AT FIRST, if we are headed into a cooker or a smudge. At 2:46 A.M. last night, the lights went on upstairs. The bells went off, too, but I can’t say that I ever really hear them. In ten seconds, I was dressed and walking out the door of my room at the station. In twenty, I was stepping into my turnout gear, pulling up the long elastic suspenders, and shrugging into the turtle-shell of my coat. By the time two minutes passed, Caesar was driving the engine onto the streets of Upper Darby; Paulie and Red were the can man and the hydrant man, riding behind.


  Sometime after that, consciousness came in small bright flashes: we remembered to check our breathing apparatus; we slid on our gloves; dispatch called to tell us that the house was on Hoddington Drive; that it appeared to be either a structure fire or a room and contents fire. “Turn left here,” I told Caesar. Hoddington was only eight blocks away from where I lived.


  The house looked like the mouth of a dragon. Caesar drove around as far as he could, trying to get me a view of three sides. Then we all piled out of the engine and stared for a moment, four Davids against a Goliath. “Charge a two-and-a-half inch line,” I told Caesar, tonight’s motor pump operator. A woman in a nightgown ran toward me, sobbing, three children holding her skirt. “Mija,” she screamed, pointing. “¡Mija!”


  “¿Dónde está?” I got right in front of her, so that she couldn’t see anything but my face. “¿Cuantos años tiene?”


  She pointed to a window on the second floor. “Tres,” she cried.


  “Cap,” Caesar yelled, “we’re ready over here.”


  I heard the approaching whine of a second engine, the reserve guys coming to back us up. “Red, vent the northeast corner of the roof; Paulie, put the wet stuff on the red stuff and push it out when it’s got somewhere to go. We’ve got a kid on the second floor. I’m going in to see if I can get her.”


  It was not, like in the movies, a slam dunk—a scene for the hero to go win his Oscar. If I got in there, and the stairs had gone ... if the structure threatened to collapse ... if the temperature of the space had gotten so hot that everything was combustible and ripe for flashover—I would have backed out and told my men to back out with me. The safety of the rescuer is of a higher priority than the safety of the victim.


  Always.


  •••


  I’m a coward. There are times when my shift is over that I’ll stay and roll hose, or put on a fresh pot of coffee for the crew coming in, instead of heading straight to my house. I have often wondered why I get more rest in a place where, for the most part, I’m roused out of bed two or three times a night. I think it is because in a firehouse, I don’t have to worry about emergencies happening—they’re supposed to. The minute I walk through the door at home, I’m worrying about what might come next.


  Once, in second grade, Kate drew a picture of a firefighter with a halo above his helmet. She told her class that I would only be allowed to go to Heaven, because if I went to Hell, I’d put out all the fires.


  I still have that picture.


  In a bowl, I crack a dozen eggs and start to whip them into a frenzy. The bacon’s already spitting on the stove; the griddle’s heating for pancakes. Firemen eat together—or at least we try to, before the bells ring. This breakfast will be a treat for my guys, who are still showering away the memories of last night from their skin. Behind me, I hear the fall of footsteps. “Pull up a chair,” I call over my shoulder. “It’s almost ready.”


  “Oh, thanks, but no,” says a female voice. “I wouldn’t want to impose.”


  I turn around, brandishing my spatula. The sound of a woman here is surprising; one who’s shown up just shy of seven A.M. is even more remarkable. She is small, with wild hair that makes me think of a forest fire. Her hands are covered with winking silver rings. “Captain Fitzgerald, I’m Julia Romano. I’m the guardian ad litem assigned to Anna’s case.”


  Sara’s told me about her—the woman the judge will listen to, when push comes to shove.


  “Smells great,” she says, smiling. She walks up and takes the spatula out of my hand. “I can’t watch someone cook without helping. It’s a genetic abnormality.” I watch her reach into the fridge, rummaging around. Of all things, she comes back with a jar of horseradish. “I was hoping you might have a few minutes to talk.”


  “Sure.” Horseradish?


  She adds a good wad of the stuff to the eggs, and then pulls orange zest off the spice rack, along with some chili powder, and sprinkles this on as well. “How’s Kate doing?”


  I pour a circle of batter on the griddle, watch it come to a bubble. When I flip it, it’s an even, creamy brown. I’ve already spoken to Sara this morning. Kate’s night was uneventful; Sara’s wasn’t. But that’s because of Jesse.


  There is a moment during a structure fire when you know you are either going to get the upper hand, or that it’s going to get the upper hand on you. You notice the ceiling patch about to fall and the staircase eating itself alive and the synthetic carpet glued to the soles of your boots. The sum of the parts overwhelms, and that’s when you back out and force yourself to remember that every fire will burn itself out, even without your help.


  These days, I’m fighting fire on six sides. I look in front of me and see Kate sick. I look behind me and see Anna with her lawyer. The only time Jesse isn’t drinking like a fish, he’s strung out on drugs; Sara’s grasping at straws. And me, I’ve got my gear on, safe. I’m holding dozens of hooks and irons and poles—all tools that are meant to destroy, when what I need is something to rope us together.


  “Captain Fitzgerald ... Brian!” Julia Romano’s voice knocks me out of my own head, into a kitchen that’s rapidly filling with smoke. She reaches past me and shoves the pancake that’s burning off the griddle.


  “Jesus!” I drop the charcoal disk that used to be a pancake into the sink, where it hisses at me. “I’m sorry.”


  Like open sesame, those two simple words change the landscape.


  “Good thing we’ve got the eggs,” Julia Romano says.


  •••


  In a burning house, your sixth sense kicks in. You can’t see, because of the smoke. You can’t hear, because fire roars loud. You can’t touch, because it will be the end of you.


  In front of me, Paulie manned the nozzle. A line of firefighters backed him up; a charged hose was a thick, dead weight. We worked our way up the stairs, still intact, intent on shoving this fire out the hole Red had put in the roof. Like anything that’s confined, fire has a natural instinct to escape.


  I got down on my hands and knees and started to crawl through the hallway. The mother said it was the third door on the left. The fire rolled along the other side of the ceiling, racing to the vent. As the spray attacked, white steam swallowed the other firefighters.


  The door to the child’s room was open. I crawled in calling her name. A larger shape at the window drew me like a magnet, but it turned out to be an oversized stuffed animal. I checked the closets and under the bed, too, but nobody was there.


  I backed into the hallway again and nearly tripped over the hose, fist-thick. A human could think; a fire couldn’t. A fire would follow a specific path; a child might not. Where would I have gone if I were terrified?


  Moving fast, I started poking my head into doorways. One was pink, a baby’s room. Another had Matchbox cars all over the floor and bunk beds. One was not a room at all, but a closet. The master bedroom was on the far side of the staircase.


  If I were a kid, I’d want my mother.


  Unlike the other bedrooms, this one was leaking thick, black smoke. Fire had burned a seam at the bottom of the door. I opened it, knowing I was going to let in air, knowing it was the wrong thing to do and the only choice I had.


  Predictably, the smoldering line ignited, flame filling the doorway. I charged through it like a bull, feeling embers rain down the back of my helmet and coat. “Luisa!” I yelled out. I felt my way around the perimeter of the room, found the closet. I knocked hard and called again.


  It was faint, but there was definitely a knock back.


  •••


  “We’ve been lucky,” I tell Julia Romano, quite possibly the last words she’d ever expect to hear me say. “Sara’s sister watches the kids if it’s going to be a long haul. For shorter runs, we swap off—you know, Sara stays with Kate one night at the hospital, and I go home to the other kids, or vice versa. It’s easier now. They’re old enough to take care of themselves.”


  She writes something down in her little book when I say that, and it makes me squirm in my seat. Anna’s only thirteen—is that too young to stay alone in a house? Social Services might say so, but Anna’s different. Anna grew up years ago.


  “Do you think Anna’s doing okay?” Julia asks.


  “I don’t think she would have filed a lawsuit if she was.” I hesitate. “Sara says she wants attention.”


  “What do you think?”


  To buy time, I take a forkful of eggs. The horseradish turned out to be surprisingly good. It brings out the orange. I tell Julia Romano this.


  She folds her napkin next to her own plate. “You didn’t answer my question, Mr. Fitzgerald.”


  “I don’t think it’s that simple.” I very carefully set my silverware down. “Do you have brothers or sisters?”


  “Both. Six older brothers and a twin sister.”


  I whistle. “Your parents must have a hell of a lot of patience.”


  She shrugs. “Good Catholics. I don’t know how they did it, either, but none of us fell through the cracks.”


  “Did you always think so?” I ask. “Did you ever feel, when you were a kid, that maybe they were playing favorites?” Her face tightens, just the tiniest bit, and I feel bad about putting her on the spot. “We all know you’re supposed to love your kids equal, but that’s not always how it works out.” I get to my feet. “You got a little extra time? There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”


  •••


  Last winter we got an ambulance call in the dead of winter for a guy who lived up a rural road. The contractor he hired to plow his driveway had found him and called 911; apparently the guy had gotten out of his car the night before, slipped, and froze right to the gravel; the contractor nearly ran over him, thinking he was a drift.


  When we got to the scene, he’d been outside for nearly eight hours, and he was nothing more than an ice cube with no pulse. His knees were bent; I remember this, because when we finally pried him out and set him on a backboard, there they were, sticking straight up in the air. We got the heat cranked in the ambulance and brought him inside, starting to cut off his clothes. By the time we had our paperwork in order for the hospital transport, the guy was sitting up and talking to us.


  I tell you this to show you that in spite of what you’d think, miracles happen.


  •••


  It’s a cliché, but the reason I became a firefighter in the first place was because I wanted to save people. So the moment I emerged from the fiery arched doorway with Luisa in my arms, when her mother first saw us and fell to her knees, I knew I had done my job and done it well. She swooped down beside the EMT from the second crew who got a line into the girl’s arm and put her on oxygen. The kid was coughing, frightened, but she would be fine.


  The fire was all but out; the boys were inside doing salvage and overhaul. Smoke drew a veil over the night sky; I couldn’t make out a single star in the constellation Scorpio. I took off my gloves and wiped my hands across my eyes, which would sting for hours. “Good work,” I said to Red, as he packed up the hose.


  “Good save, Cap,” he called back.


  It would have been better, of course, if Luisa had been in her own room, as her mother expected. But kids don’t stay where they’re supposed to. You turn around and find her not in the bedroom but hiding in a closet; you turn around and see she’s not three but thirteen. Parenting is really just a matter of tracking, of hoping your kids do not get so far ahead you can no longer see their next moves.


  I took off my helmet and stretched the muscles of my neck. I looked up at the structure that was once a home. Suddenly I felt fingers wrap around my hand. The woman who lived here stood with tears in her eyes. Her youngest was still in her arms; the other kids were sitting in the fire truck under Red’s supervision. Silently she raised my knuckles to her lips. A streak of soot came off my jacket to stripe her cheek. “You’re welcome,” I said.


  On our way back to the station I directed Caesar the long way, so that we passed right down the street where I live. Jesse’s Jeep sat in my driveway; the lights in the house were all off. I pictured Anna with the covers pulled up to her chin, like usual; Kate’s bed empty.


  “We all set, Fitz?” Caesar asked. The truck was barely crawling, almost stopped directly in front of my driveway.


  “Yeah, we’re set,” I said. “Let’s take it on home.”


  I became a firefighter because I wanted to save people. But I should have been more specific. I should have named names.


  JULIA
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  BRIAN FITZGERALD’S CAR IS FILLED with stars. There are charts on the passenger seat and tables jammed into the console between us; the backseat is a palette for Xerox copies of nebulae and planets. “Sorry,” he says, reddening. “I wasn’t expecting company.”


  I help him clear off a space for me, and in the process pick up a map made of pinpricks. “What’s this?” I ask.


  “A sky atlas.” He shrugs. “It’s kind of a hobby.”


  “When I was little, I once tried to name every star in the sky after one of my relatives. The scary part is I hadn’t run out of names by the time I fell asleep.”


  “Anna’s named after a galaxy,” Brian says.


  “That’s much cooler than being named after a patron saint,” I muse. “Once, I asked my mom why stars shine. She said they were night-lights, so the angels could find their way around in Heaven. But when I asked my dad, he started talking about gas, and somehow I put it all together and figured that the food God served caused multiple trips to the bathroom in the middle of the night.”


  Brian laughs out loud. “And here I was trying to explain atomic fusion to my kids.”


  “Did it work?”


  He considers for a moment. “They could all probably find the Big Dipper with their eyes closed.”


  “That’s impressive. Stars all look the same to me.”


  “It’s not that hard. You spot a piece of a constellation—like Orion’s belt—and suddenly it’s easier to find Rigel in his foot and Betelgeuse in his shoulder.” He hesitates. “But ninety percent of the universe is made of stuff we can’t even see.”


  “Then how do you know it’s there?”


  He slows to a stop at a red light. “Dark matter has a gravitational effect on other objects. You can’t see it, you can’t feel it, but you can watch something being pulled in its direction.”


  •••


  Ten seconds after Campbell left last night, Izzy walked into the living room where I was just on the cusp of having one of those bone-cleansing cries a woman should treat herself to at least once during a lunar cycle. “Yeah,” she said dryly. “I can see this is a totally professional relationship.”


  I scowled at her. “Were you eavesdropping?”


  “Pardon me if you and Romeo were having your little tête-à-tête through a thin wall.”


  “If you’ve got something to say,” I suggested, “say it.”


  “Me?” Izzy frowned. “Hey, it’s none of my business, is it?”


  “No, it’s not.”


  “Right. So I’ll just keep my opinion to myself.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Out with it, Isobel.”


  “Thought you’d never ask.” She sat down beside me on the couch. “You know, Julia, the first time a bug sees that big purple zapper light, it looks like God. The second time, he runs in the other direction.”


  “First, don’t compare me to a mosquito. Second, he’d fly in the other direction, not run. Third, there is no second time. The bug’s dead.”


  Izzy smirked. “You are such a lawyer.”


  “I am not letting Campbell zap me.”


  “Then request a transfer.”


  “This isn’t the Navy.” I hugged one of the throw pillows from the couch. “And I can’t do that, not now. It’ll make him think that I’m such a wimp I can’t balance my professional life with some stupid, silly, adolescent ... incident.”


  “You can’t.” Izzy shook her head. “He’s an egotistical dickhead who’s going to chew you up and spit you out; and you have a really awful history of falling for assholes that you ought to run screaming from; and I don’t feel like sitting around listening to you try to convince yourself you don’t still feel something for Campbell Alexander when, in fact, you’ve spent the past fifteen years trying to fill in the hole he made inside you.”


  I stared at her. “Wow.”


  She shrugged. “Guess I had a lot to get off my chest, after all.”


  “Do you hate all men, or just Campbell?”


  Izzy seemed to think about that for a while. “Just Campbell,” she said finally.


  What I wanted, at that moment, was to be alone in my living room so that I could throw things, like the TV remote or the glass vase or preferably my sister. But I couldn’t order Izzy out of a house she’d moved into just hours before. I stood up and plucked my house keys off the counter. “I’m going out,” I told her. “Don’t wait up.”


  •••


  I’m not much of a party girl, which explains why I hadn’t frequented Shakespeare’s Cat before, although it was a mere four blocks from my condo. The bar was dark and crowded and smelled of patchouli and cloves. I pushed my way inside, hopped up on a stool, and smiled at the man sitting next to me.


  I was in the mood to make out in the back row of the movie theater with someone who did not know my first name. I wanted three guys to fight for the honor of buying me a drink.


  I wanted to show Campbell Alexander what he’d been missing.


  The man beside me had sky-eyes, a black ponytail, and a Cary Grant grin. He nodded politely at me, then turned away and began to kiss a white-haired gentleman flush on the mouth. I looked around and saw what I had missed on my entrance: the bar was filled with single men—but they were dancing, flirting, hooking up with each other.


  “What can I get you?” The bartender had fuchsia porcupine hair and an oxen ring pierced through his nose.


  “This is a gay bar?”


  “No, it’s the officers’ club at West Point. You want a drink or not?” I pointed over his shoulder to the bottle of tequila, and he reached for a shot glass.


  I rummaged in my purse and pulled out a fifty-dollar bill. “The whole thing.” Glancing down at the bottle, I frowned. “I bet Shakespeare didn’t even have a cat.”


  “Who peed in your coffee?” the bartender asked.


  Narrowing my eyes, I stared at him. “You’re not gay.”


  “Sure I am.”


  “Based on my track record, if you were gay, I’d probably find you attractive. As it is ...” I looked at the busy couple beside me, and then shrugged at the bartender. He blanched, then handed me back my fifty. I tucked it back into my wallet. “Who says you can’t buy friends,” I murmured.


  Three hours later, I was the only person still there, unless you counted Seven, which was what the bartender had rechristened himself last August after deciding to jettison whatever sort of label the name Neil suggested. Seven stood for absolutely nothing, he had told me, which was exactly the way he liked it.


  “Maybe I should be Six,” I told him, when I’d made my way to the bottom of the tequila bottle, “and you could be Nine.”


  Seven finished stacking the clean glasses. “That’s it. You’re cut off.”


  “He used to call me Jewel,” I said, and that was enough to make me start crying.


  A jewel’s just a rock put under enormous heat and pressure. Extraordinary things are always hiding in places people never think to look.


  But Campbell had looked. And then he’d left me, reminding me that whatever he’d seen wasn’t worth the time or effort.


  “I used to have pink hair,” I told Seven.


  “I used to have a real job,” he answered.


  “What happened?”


  He shrugged. “I dyed my hair pink. What happened to you?”


  “I let mine grow out,” I answered.


  Seven wiped up a spill I’d made without noticing. “Nobody ever wants what they’ve got,” he said.


  •••


  Anna sits at the kitchen table by herself, eating a bowl of Golden Grahams. Her eyes widen, as she is surprised to see me with her father, but that’s as much as she’ll reveal. “Fire last night, huh?” she says, sniffing.


  Brian crosses the kitchen and gives her a hug. “Big one.”


  “The arsonist?” she asks.


  “Doubt it. He goes for empty buildings and this one had a kid in it.”


  “Who you saved,” Anna guesses.


  “You bet.” He glances at me. “I thought I’d take Julia up to the hospital. Want to come?”


  She looks down at her bowl. “I don’t know.”


  “Hey.” Brian lifts her chin. “No one’s going to keep you from seeing Kate.”


  “No one’s going to be too thrilled to see me there, either,” she says.


  The telephone rings, and he picks it up. He listens for a moment, and then smiles. “That’s great. That’s so great. Yeah, of course I’m coming in.” He hands the phone to Anna. “Mom wants to talk to you,” he says, and he excuses himself to change clothes.


  Anna hesitates, then curls her hand around the receiver. Her shoulders hunch, a small cubicle of personal privacy. “Hello?” And then, softly: “Really? She did?”


  A few moments later, she hangs up. She sits down and takes another spoonful of cereal, then pushes away her bowl. “Was that your mom?” I ask, sitting down across from her.


  “Yeah. Kate’s awake,” Anna says.


  “That’s good news.”


  “I guess.”


  I put my elbows on the table. “Why wouldn’t it be good news?”


  But Anna doesn’t answer my question. “She asked where I was.”


  “Your mother?”


  “Kate.”


  “Have you talked to her about your lawsuit, Anna?”


  Ignoring me, she grabs the cereal box and begins to roll down the plastic insert. “It’s stale,” she says. “No one ever gets all the air out, or closes the top right.”


  “Has anyone told Kate what’s going on?”


  Anna pushes on the box top to get the cardboard tab into its slot, to no avail. “I don’t even like Golden Grahams.” When she tries again, the box falls out of her arms and spills its contents all over the floor. “Shoot!” She crawls under the table, trying to scoop up the cereal with her hands.


  I get on the floor with Anna and watch her shove fistfuls into the liner. She won’t look in my direction. “We can always buy Kate some more before she gets home,” I say gently.


  Anna stops and glances up. Without the veil of that secret, she looks much younger. “Julia? What if she hates me?”


  I tuck a strand of hair behind Anna’s ear. “What if she doesn’t?”


  •••


  “The bottom line,” Seven explained last night, “is that we never fall for the people we’re supposed to.”


  I glanced at him, intrigued enough to muster the effort to raise my face from where it was plastered on the bar. “It’s not just me?”


  “Hell, no.” He set down a stack of clean glasses. “Think about it: Romeo and Juliet bucked the system, and look where it got them. Superman has the hots for Lois Lane, when the better match, of course, would be with Wonder Woman. Dawson and Joey—need I say more? And don’t even get me started on Charlie Brown and the little redheaded girl.”


  “What about you?” I asked.


  He shrugged. “Like I said, it happens to everyone.” Leaning his elbows on the counter, he came close enough that I could see the dark roots beneath his magenta hair. “For me, it was Linden.”


  “I’d break up with someone who was named for a tree, too,” I sympathized. “Guy or girl?”


  He smirked. “I’ll never tell.”


  “So what made her wrong for you?”


  Seven sighed. “Well, she—”


  “Ha! You said she!”


  He rolled his eyes. “Yes, Detective Julia. You’ve outed me at this gay establishment. Happy?”


  “Not particularly.”


  “I sent Linden back to New Zealand. Green card ran out. It was that, or get married.”


  “What was wrong with her?”


  “Absolutely nothing,” Seven confessed. “She cleaned like a banshee; she never let me wash a dish; she listened to everything I had to say; she was a hurricane in bed. She was crazy about me, and believe it or not, I was the one for her. It was, like, ninety-eight percent perfect.”


  “What about the other two percent?”


  “You tell me.” He started stacking the clean glasses on the far side of the bar. “Something was missing. I couldn’t tell you what it was, if you asked, but it was off. And if you think of a relationship as a living entity, I guess it’s one thing if the missing two percent is, like, a fingernail. But when it’s the heart, that’s a whole different ball of wax.” He turned to me. “I didn’t cry when she got on the plane. She lived with me for four years, and when she walked away, I didn’t feel much of anything at all.”


  “Well, I had the other problem,” I told him. “I had the heart of the relationship, and no body to grow it in.”


  “What happened then?”


  “What else,” I said. “It broke.”


  •••


  The ridiculous irony is that Campbell was attracted to me because I stood apart from everyone else at The Wheeler School; and I was attracted to Campbell because I desperately wanted a connection with someone. There were comments, I knew, and stares sent our way as his friends tried to figure out why Campbell was wasting his time with someone like me. No doubt, they thought I was an easy lay.


  But we weren’t doing that. We met after school at the cemetery. Sometimes we would speak poetry to each other. Once, we tried to have an entire conversation without the letter “s.” We sat back to back, and tried to think each other’s thoughts—pretending clairvoyance, when it only made sense that his whole mind would be full of me and mine would be full of him.


  I loved the way he smelled whenever his head dipped close to hear what I was saying—like the sun striking the cheek of a tomato, or soap drying on the hood of a car. I loved the way his hand felt on my spine. I loved.


  “What if,” I said one night, stealing breath from the edge of his lips, “we did it?”


  He was lying on his back, watching the moon rock back and forth on a hammock of stars. One hand was tossed up over his head, the other anchored me against his chest. “Did what?”


  I didn’t answer, just got up on one elbow and kissed him so deep that the ground gave way. “Oh,” Campbell said, hoarse. “That.”


  “Have you ever?” I asked.


  He just grinned. I thought that he’d probably fucked Muffy or Buffy or Puffy or all three in the baseball dugout at Wheeler, or after a party at one of their homes when they both still smelled of Daddy’s bourbon. I wondered why, then, he wasn’t trying to sleep with me. I assumed that it was because I wasn’t Muffy or Buffy or Puffy, but just Julia Romano, which wasn’t good enough.


  “Don’t you want to?” I asked.


  It was one of those moments where I knew we were not having the conversation that we needed to be having. And since I didn’t really know what to say, never having crossed this particular bridge between thought and deed before, I pressed my hand up against the thick ridge in his pants. He backed away from me.


  “Jewel,” he said, “I don’t want you to think that’s why I’m here.”


  Let me tell you this: if you meet a loner, no matter what they tell you, it’s not because they enjoy solitude. It’s because they have tried to blend into the world before, and people continue to disappoint them. “Then why are you here?”


  “Because you know all the words to ‘American Pie,’” Campbell said. “Because when you smile, I can almost see that tooth on the side that’s crooked.” He stared at me. “Because you’re not like anyone I’ve ever met.”


  “Do you love me?” I whispered.


  “Didn’t I just say that?”


  This time, when I reached for the buttons of his jeans, he didn’t move away. In my palm he was so hot I imagined he would leave a scar. Unlike me, he knew what to do. He kissed and slipped, pushed, cracked me wide. Then he went perfectly still. “You didn’t say you were a virgin,” he said.


  “You didn’t ask.”


  But he’d assumed. He shuddered and began to move inside me, a poetry of limbs. I reached up to hold on to the gravestone behind me, words I could see in my mind’s eye: Nora Deane, b. 1832, d. 1838.


  “Jewel,” he whispered, when it was over. “I thought ...”


  “I know what you thought.” I wondered what happened when you offered yourself to someone, and they opened you, only to discover you were not the gift they expected and they had to smile and nod and say thank you all the same.


  •••


  I blame Campbell Alexander entirely for my bad luck with relationships. It is embarrassing to admit, but I have only had sex with three and a half other men, and none of those were any great improvement on my first experience.


  “Let me guess,” Seven said last night. “The first was a rebound. The second was married.”


  “How’d you know?”


  He laughed. “Because you’re a cliché.”


  I swirled my pinky in my martini. It was an optical illusion, making the finger look split and crooked. “The other one was from Club Med, a windsurfing instructor.”


  “That must have been worthwhile,” Seven said.


  “He was absolutely gorgeous,” I answered. “And had a dick the size of a cocktail frank.”


  “Ouch.”


  “Actually,” I mused, “you couldn’t feel it at all.”


  Seven grinned. “So he was the half?”


  I turned beet red. “No, that was some other guy. I don’t know his name,” I admitted. “I sort of woke up with him on top of me, after a night like this one.”


  “You,” Seven pronounced, “are a train wreck of sexual history.”


  But this is inaccurate. A runaway train is an accident. Me, I’ll jump in front of the tracks. I’ll even tie myself down in front of the speeding engine. There’s some illogical part of me that still believes if you want Superman to show up, first there’s got to be someone worth saving.


  •••


  Kate Fitzgerald is a ghost just waiting to happen. Her skin is nearly translucent, her hair so fair it bleeds into the pillowcase. “How are you doing, baby?” Brian murmurs, and he leans down to kiss her on the forehead.


  “I think I might have to blow off the Ironman competition,” Kate jokes.


  Anna is hovering at the door in front of me; Sara holds out her hand. It is all the encouragement Anna needs to crawl up on Kate’s mattress, and in my mind I mark off this small gesture from mother to child. Then Sara sees me standing at the threshold. “Brian,” she says, “what is she doing here?”


  I wait for Brian to explain, but he doesn’t seem inclined to utter a word. So I paste a smile on my face and step forward. “I heard Kate was feeling better today, and I thought it might be a good time to talk to her.”


  Kate struggles to her elbows. “Who are you?”


  I expect a fight from Sara, but it is Anna who speaks up. “I don’t think it’s such a good idea,” she says, although she knows this is the very reason I’ve come here. “I mean, Kate’s still pretty sick.”


  It takes me a moment, but then I understand: in Anna’s life, everyone who ever talks to Kate takes Kate’s side. She is doing what she can to keep me from defecting.


  “You know, Anna’s right,” Sara hastily adds. “Kate’s only just turned a corner.”


  I place my hand on Anna’s shoulder. “Don’t worry.” Then I turn to her mother. “It’s my understanding that you wanted this hearing—”


  Sara cuts me off. “Ms. Romano, could we have a word outside?”


  We step into the hallway, and Sara waits for a nurse to pass with a Styrofoam tray of needles. “I know what you think of me,” she says.


  “Mrs. Fitzgerald—”


  She shakes her head. “You’re sticking up for Anna, and you should. I practiced law once, and I understand. It’s your job, and part of that is figuring out what makes us us.” She rubs her forehead with one fist. “My job is to take care of my daughters. One of them is extremely ill, and the other one’s extremely unhappy. And I may not have it all figured out yet, but ... I do know that Kate won’t get better any quicker if she finds out that the reason you’re here is because Anna hasn’t withdrawn her lawsuit yet. So I’m asking you not to tell her, either. Please.”


  I nod slowly, and Sara turns to go back into Kate’s room. With her hand on the door, she hesitates. “I love both of them,” she says, an equation I am supposed to be able to solve.


  •••


  I told Seven the Bartender that true love is felonious.


  “Not if they’re over eighteen,” he said, shutting the till of the cash register.


  By then the bar itself had become an appendage, a second torso holding up my first. “You take someone’s breath away,” I stressed. “You rob them of the ability to utter a single word.” I tipped the neck of the empty liquor bottle toward him. “You steal a heart.”


  He wiped up in front of me with a dishrag. “Any judge would toss that case out on its ass.”


  “You’d be surprised.”


  Seven spread the rag out on the brass bar to dry. “Sounds like a misdemeanor, if you ask me.”


  I rested my cheek on the cool, damp wood. “No way,” I said. “Once you’re in, it’s for life.”


  •••


  Brian and Sara take Anna down to the cafeteria. It leaves me alone with Kate, who is eminently curious. I imagine that the number of times her mother has willingly left her side is something she can count on two hands. I explain that I’m helping the family make some decisions about her health care.


  “Ethics committee?” Kate guesses. “Or are you from the hospital’s legal department? You look like a lawyer.”


  “What does a lawyer look like?”


  “Kind of like a doctor, when he doesn’t want to tell you what your labs say.”


  I pull up a chair. “Well, I’m glad to hear you’re doing better today.”


  “Yeah. Apparently yesterday I was pretty out of it,” Kate says. “Doped up enough to make Ozzy and Sharon look like Ozzie and Harriet.”


  “Do you know where you stand, medically, right now?”


  Kate nods. “After my BMT, I got graft-versus-host disease—which is sort of good, because it kicks the leukemia’s butt, but it also does some funky stuff to your skin and organs. The doctors gave me steroids and cyclosporine to control it, and that worked, but it also managed to break down my kidneys, which is the emergency flavor of the month. That’s pretty much the way it goes—fix one leak in the dike just in time to watch another one start spouting. Something is always falling apart in me.”


  She says this matter-of-factly, as if I’ve grilled her about the weather or what’s on the hospital menu. I could ask her if she has talked to the nephrologists about a kidney transplant, if she has any particular feelings about undergoing so many different, painful treatments. But this is exactly what Kate is expecting me to ask, which is probably why the question that comes out of my mouth is completely different. “What do you want to be when you grow up?”


  “No one ever asks me that.” She eyes me carefully. “What makes you think I’m going to grow up?”


  “What makes you think that you’re not? Isn’t that why you’re doing all this?”


  Just when I think she isn’t going to answer me, she speaks. “I always wanted to be a ballerina.” Her arm goes up, a weak arabesque. “You know what ballerinas have?”


  Eating disorders, I think.


  “Absolute control. When it comes to their bodies, they know exactly what’s going to happen, and when.” Kate shrugs, coming back to this moment, this hospital room. “Anyway,” she says.


  “Tell me about your brother.”


  Kate starts to laugh. “You haven’t had the pleasure of meeting him yet, I guess.”


  “Not yet.”


  “You can pretty much form an opinion about Jesse in the first thirty seconds you spend with him. He gets into a lot of bad stuff he shouldn’t.”


  “You mean drugs, alcohol?”


  “Keep going,” Kate says.


  “Has that been hard for your family to deal with?”


  “Well, yeah. But I don’t really think it’s something he does on purpose. It’s the way he gets noticed, you know? I mean, imagine what it would be like if you were a squirrel living in the elephant cage at the zoo. Does anyone ever go there and say, Hey, check out that squirrel? No, because there’s something so much bigger you notice first.” Kate runs her fingers up and down one of the tubes sprouting out of her chest. “Sometimes it’s shoplifting, and sometimes it’s getting drunk. Last year, it was an anthrax hoax. That’s the kind of stuff Jesse does.”


  “And Anna?”


  Kate starts to pleat the blanket in folds on her lap. “There was one year when every single holiday, and I mean even like Memorial Day, I was in the hospital. It wasn’t anything planned, of course, but that’s the way it happened. We had a tree in my room for Christmas, and an Easter egg hunt in the cafeteria, and we trick-or-treated on the orthopedic ward. Anna was around six years old, and she threw a total fit because she couldn’t bring sparklers into the hospital on the Fourth of July—all the oxygen tents.” Kate looks up at me. “She ran away. Not far, or anything—I think she got to the lobby before someone nabbed her. She was going to find herself another family, she told me. Like I said, she was only six, and no one really took it seriously. But I used to wonder what it would be like to be normal. So I totally understood why she’d wonder about it, too.”


  “When you’re not sick, do you and Anna get along pretty well?”


  “We’re like any pair of sisters, I guess. We fight over who gets to put on whose CDs; we talk about cute guys; we steal each other’s good nail polish. She gets into my stuff and I yell; I get into her stuff and she cries down the house. Sometimes she’s great. And other times I wish she’d never been born.”


  That sounds so patently familiar that I grin. “I have a twin sister. Every time I used to say that, my mother would ask me if I could really, truly picture being an only child.”


  “Could you?”


  I laugh. “Oh ... there were definitely times I could imagine life without her.”


  Kate doesn’t crack a smile. “See,” she says, “my sister’s the one who’s always had to imagine life without me.”


  SARA
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  AT EIGHT, KATE IS A LONG TANGLE of arms and legs, sometimes resembling a creature made of sunlight and pipe cleaners more than she does a little girl. I stick my head into her room for the third time that morning, to find her in yet a different outfit. This one is a dress, white with red cherries printed across it. “You’re going to be late for your own birthday party,” I tell her.


  Thrashing her way out of the halter top, Kate strips off the dress. “I look like an ice cream sundae.”


  “There are worse things,” I point out.


  “If you were me, would you wear the pink skirt or the striped one?”


  I look at them both, puddles on the floor. “The pink one.”


  “You don’t like the stripes?”


  “Then wear that one.”


  “I’m going to wear the cherries,” she decides, and she turns around to grab it. On the back of her thigh is a bruise the size of a half-dollar, a cherry that has stained its way through the fabric.


  “Kate,” I ask, “what’s that?”


  Twisting around, she looks at the spot where I point. “I guess I banged it.”


  For five years, Kate has been in remission. At first, when the cord blood transplant seemed to be working, I kept waiting for someone to tell me this was all a mistake. When Kate complained that her feet hurt, I rushed her to Dr. Chance, certain this was the bony pain of recurrence, only to find out that she’d outgrown her sneakers. When she fell down, instead of kissing her scrapes, I’d ask her if her platelets were good.


  A bruise is created when there is bleeding in tissues beneath the skin, usually—but not always—the result of a trauma.


  It has been five whole years, did I mention that?


  Anna sticks her head into the room. “Daddy says the first car just pulled up and if Kate wants to come down wearing a flour sack he doesn’t care. What’s a flour sack?”


  Kate finishes hiking the sundress over her head, then pulls up the hem and rubs the bruise. “Huh,” she says.


  Downstairs, there are twenty-five second-graders, a cake in the shape of a unicorn, and a local college kid hired to make swords and bears and crowns out of balloons. Kate opens her presents—necklaces made of glittery beads, craft kits, Barbie paraphernalia. She saves the biggest box for last—the one Brian and I have gotten her. Inside a glass bowl swims a fantail goldfish.


  Kate has wanted a pet forever. But Brian is allergic to cats, and dogs require a lot of attention, which led us to this. Kate could not be happier. She carries him around for the rest of the party. She names him Hercules.


  After the party, when we are cleaning up, I find myself staring at the goldfish. Bright as a penny, he swims in circles, happy to be going nowhere.


  •••


  It takes only thirty seconds to realize that you will be canceling all your plans, erasing whatever you had been cocky enough to schedule on your calendar. It takes sixty seconds to understand that even if you’d been fooled into thinking so, you do not have an ordinary life.


  A routine bone marrow aspiration—one we’d scheduled long before I ever saw that bruise—has come back with some abnormal promyelocytes floating around. Then a polymerase chain reaction test—one that allows the study of DNA—showed that in Kate, the 15 and 17 chromosomes were translocated.


  All of this means that Kate is in molecular relapse now, and clinical symptoms can’t be that far behind. Maybe she won’t present with blasts for a month. Maybe we won’t find blood in her urine or stools for a year. But inevitably, it will happen.


  They say that word, relapse, like they might say birthday or tax deadline, something that happens so routinely it has become part of your internal calendar, whether you want it to or not.


  Dr. Chance has explained that this is one of the great debates for oncologists—do you fix a wheel that isn’t broken, or do you wait until the cart collapses? He recommends that we put Kate on ALL-TRANS Retinoic Acid. It comes in a pill half the size of my thumb, and was basically stolen from ancient Chinese medics who’d been using it for years. Unlike chemotherapies, which go in and kill everything in their path, ATRA heads right for chromosome 17. Since the translocation of chromosomes 15 and 17 is in part what keeps promyelocyte maturation from happening correctly, ATRA helps uncoil the genes that have bound themselves together ... and stops the abnormalities from going further.


  Dr. Chance says the ATRA may put Kate back into remission.


  Then again, she might develop a resistance to it.


  “Mom?” Jesse comes into the living room, where I am sitting on the couch. I’ve been there for hours now. I can’t seem to make myself get up and do any of the things I am supposed to, because what is the point of packing school lunches or hemming a pair of pants or even paying the heating bill?


  “Mom,” Jesse says again. “You didn’t forget, did you?”


  I look at him as if he is speaking Greek. “What?”


  “You said you’d take me to buy new cleats after we go to the orthodontist. You promised.”


  Yes, I did. Because soccer starts two days from now, and Jesse’s outgrown his old pair. But now I do not know if I can drag myself to the orthodontist’s, where the receptionist will smile at Kate and tell me, like she always does, how beautiful my children are. And there is something about the thought of going to Sports Authority that seems downright obscene.


  “I’m canceling the orthodontist appointment,” I say.


  “Cool!” He smiles, his silver mouth glinting. “Can we just go get the cleats?”


  “Now is not a good time.”


  “But—”


  “Jesse. Let. It. Go.”


  “I can’t play if I don’t get new shoes. And you’re not even doing anything. You’re just sitting here.”


  “Your sister,” I say evenly, “is incredibly sick. I’m sorry if that interferes with your dentist’s appointment or your plan to go buy a pair of cleats. But those don’t rate quite as high in the grand scheme of things right now. I’d think that since you’re ten, you might be able to grow up enough to realize that the whole world doesn’t always revolve around you.”


  Jesse looks out the window, where Kate straddles the arm of an oak tree, coaching Anna in how to climb up. “Yeah, right, she’s sick,” he says. “Why don’t you grow up? Why don’t you figure out that the world doesn’t revolve around her?”


  For the first time in my life I begin to understand how a parent might hit a child—it’s because you can look into their eyes and see a reflection of yourself that you wish you hadn’t. Jesse runs upstairs to slam the door to his bedroom.


  I close my eyes, take a few deep breaths. And it strikes me: not everyone dies of old age. People get run over by cars. People crash in airplanes. People choke on peanuts. There are no guarantees about anything, least of all one’s future.


  With a sigh I walk upstairs, knock on my son’s door. He has just recently discovered music; it throbs through the thin line of light at the base of the door. As Jesse turns down the stereo the notes flatten abruptly. “What.”


  “I’d like to talk to you. I’d like to apologize.”


  There is a scuffle on the other side of the door, and then it swings open. Blood covers Jesse’s mouth, a vampire’s lipstick; bits of wire stick out like a seamstress’s pins. I notice the fork he is holding, and realize this is what he has used to pull off his braces. “Now you never have to take me anywhere,” he says.


  •••


  Two weeks go by with Kate on ATRA. “Did you know,” Jesse says one day, while I am getting her pill ready, “a giant tortoise can live for 177 years?” He is on a Ripley’s Believe It or Not kick. “An Arctic clam can live for 220 years.”


  Anna sits at the counter, eating peanut butter with a spoon. “What’s an Arctic clam?”


  “Who cares?” Jesse says. “A parrot can live for eighty years. A cat can live for thirty.”


  “How about Hercules?” Kate asks.


  “It says in my book that with good care, a goldfish can live for seven years.”


  Jesse watches Kate put the pill on her tongue, take a swig of water to swallow it. “If you were Hercules,” he says, “you’d already be dead.”


  •••


  Brian and I slide into our respective chairs in Dr. Chance’s office. Five years have passed, but the seats fit like an old baseball glove. Even the photographs on the oncologist’s desk have not changed—his wife is wearing the same broad-brimmed hat on a rocky Newport jetty; his son is frozen at age six, holding a speckled trout—contributing to the feeling that in spite of what I believed, we never really left here.


  The ATRA worked. For a month, Kate reverted to molecular remission. And then a CBC turned up more promyelocytes in her blood.


  “We can keep pulsing her with ATRA,” Dr. Chance says, “but I think that its failure already tells us she’s maxed out that course.”


  “What about a bone marrow transplant?”


  “That’s a risky call—particularly for a child who still isn’t showing symptoms of a full-blown clinical relapse.” Dr. Chance looks at us. “There’s something else we can try first. It’s called a donor lymphocyte infusion—a DLI. Sometimes a transfusion of white blood cells from a matched donor can help the original clone of cord blood cells fight the leukemia cells. Think of them as a relief army, supporting the front line.”


  “Will it put her into remission?” Brian asks.


  Dr. Chance shakes his head. “It’s a stop-gap measure—Kate will, in all probability, have a full-fledged relapse—but it buys time to build up her defenses before we have to rush into a more aggressive treatment.”


  “And how long will it take to get the lymphocytes here?” I ask.


  Dr. Chance turns to me. “That depends. How soon can you bring in Anna?”


  •••


  When the elevator doors open there is only one other person inside it, a homeless man with electric blue sunglasses and six plastic grocery bags filled with rags. “Close the doors, dammit,” he yells as soon as we step inside. “Can’t you see I’m blind?”


  I push the button for the lobby. “I can take Anna in after school. Kindergarten gets out at noon tomorrow.”


  “Don’t touch my bag,” the homeless man growls.


  “I didn’t,” I answer, distant and polite.


  “I don’t think you should,” Brian says.


  “I’m nowhere near him!”


  “Sara, I meant the DLI. I don’t think you should take Anna in to donate blood.”


  For no reason at all, the elevator stops on the eleventh floor, then closes again.


  The homeless man begins to rummage in his plastic bags. “When we had Anna,” I remind Brian, “we knew that she was going to be a donor for Kate.”


  “Once. And she doesn’t have any memory of us doing that to her.”


  I wait until he looks at me. “Would you give blood for Kate?”


  “Jesus, Sara, what kind of question—”


  “I would, too. I’d give her half my heart, for God’s sake, if it helped. You do whatever you have to, when it comes to people you love, right?” Brian ducks his head, nods. “What makes you think that Anna would feel any different?”


  The elevator doors open, but Brian and I remain inside, staring at each other. From the back, the homeless man shoves between us, his bounty rustling in his arms. “Stop yelling,” he shouts, though we stand in utter silence. “Can’t you tell that I’m deaf?”


  •••


  To Anna, it is a holiday. Her mother and father are spending time with her, alone. She gets to hold both of our hands the whole way across the parking lot. So what if we’re going to a hospital?


  I have explained to her that Kate isn’t feeling good, and that the doctors need to take something from Anna and give it to Kate to make her feel better. I figured that was more than enough information.


  We wait in the examination room, coloring line drawings of pterodactyls and T-Rexes. “Today at snack Ethan said that the dinosaurs all died because they got a cold,” Anna says, “but no one believed him.”


  Brian grins. “Why do you think they died?”


  “Because, duh, they were a million years old.” She looks up at him. “Did they have birthday parties back then?”


  The door opens, and the hematologist comes in. “Hello, gang. Mom, you want to hold her on your lap?”


  So I crawl onto the table and settle Anna in my arms. Brian gets stationed behind us, so that he can grab Anna’s shoulder and elbow and keep it immobilized. “You ready?” the doctor asks Anna, who is still smiling.


  And then she holds up a syringe.


  “It’s only a little stick,” the doctor promises, exactly the wrong words, and Anna starts thrashing. Her arms clip me in the face, the belly. Brian cannot grab hold of her. Over her screams, he yells at me. “I thought you told her!”


  The doctor, who’s left the room without me even noticing, returns with several nurses in tow. “Kids and phlebotomy never mix well,” she says, as the nurses slide Anna off my lap and soothe her with their soft hands and softer words. “Don’t worry; we’re pros.”


  It is a déjà vu, just like the day Kate was diagnosed. Be careful what you wish for, I think. Anna is just like her sister.


  •••


  I’m vacuuming the girls’ room when the handle of the Electrolux smacks Hercules’ bowl and sends the fish flying. No glass breaks, but it takes me a moment to find him, thrashing himself dry on the carpet beneath Kate’s desk.


  “Hang on, buddy,” I whisper, and I flip him into the bowl. I fill it with water from the bathroom sink.


  He floats to the top. Don’t, I think. Please.


  I sit down on the edge of the bed. How can I possibly tell Kate I’ve killed her fish? Will she notice if I run to the pet store and get a replacement?


  Suddenly Anna is next to me, home from morning kindergarten. “Mommy? How come Hercules isn’t moving?”


  I open my mouth, a confession melting on my tongue. But at that moment the goldfish shudders sideways, dives, and starts to swim again. “There,” I say. “He’s fine.”


  •••


  When five thousand lymphocytes don’t seem to be enough, Dr. Chance calls for ten thousand. Anna’s appointment for a second donor lymphocyte draw falls in the middle of the gymnastics birthday party of a girl in her class. I agree to let her go for a little while, and then drive to the hospital from the gym.


  The girl is a sugar-spun princess with fairy-white hair, a tiny replica of her mother. As I slip off my shoes to trek across the padded floor, I try desperately to remember their names. The child is ... Mallory. And the mother is ... Monica? Margaret?


  I spot Anna right away, sitting on the trampoline as an instructor bounces them up and down like popcorn. The mother comes over to me, a smile strung on her face like a row of Christmas lights. “You must be Anna’s mom. I’m Mittie,” she says. “I’m so sorry she has to leave, but of course, we understand. It must be amazing, going somewhere no one else ever gets to go.”


  The hospital? “Well, just hope you never have to do the same.”


  “Oh, I know. I get dizzy going up an elevator.” She turns to the trampoline. “Anna, honey! Your mother’s here!”


  Anna barrels across the padded floor. This is exactly what I’d wanted to do to my living room when the kids were all small: cushion the walls and floor and ceiling for protection. And yet it turned out that I could have rolled Kate in bubble wrap, the danger for her was already under the skin.


  “What do you say?” I prompt, and Anna thanks Mallory’s mother.


  “Oh, you’re welcome.” She hands Anna a small bag of treats. “Now, have your husband call us anytime. We’d be happy to take Anna while you’re in Texas.”


  Anna hesitates in the middle of a shoelace knot. “Mittie?” I ask, “what exactly did Anna tell you?”


  “That she had to leave early so your whole family could take you to the airport. Because once training starts in Houston, you won’t see them until after the flight.”


  “The flight?”


  “On the space shuttle ...?”


  For a moment I am stunned—that Anna would make up such a ridiculous story, that this woman would believe it. “I’m not an astronaut,” I confess. “I don’t know why Anna would even say something like that.”


  I pull Anna to her feet, one shoelace still untied. Dragging her out of the gymnasium, we reach the car before I say a word. “Why did you lie to her?”


  Anna scowls. “Why did I have to leave the party?”


  Because your sister is more important than cake and ice cream; because I cannot do this for her; because I said so.


  I’m so angry that I have to try twice before I can unlock the van. “Stop acting like a five-year-old,” I accuse, and then I remember that’s exactly what she is.


  •••


  “It was so hot,” Brian says, “a silver tea set melted. Pencils were bent in half.”


  I look up from the newspaper. “How did it start?”


  “Cat and dog chasing each other, when the owners were on vacation. They turned on a Jenn-Air range.” He peels his jeans down, winces. “I got second-degree burns just kneeling on the roof.”


  His skin is raw, blistered. I watch him apply Neosporin and gauze. He keeps talking, telling me something about a rookie nicknamed Caesar who just joined their company. But my eyes are drawn to the advice column in the newspaper:


  Dear Abby,


  Every time my mother-in-law visits, she insists on cleaning out the refrigerator. My husband says she’s just trying to help, but it makes me feel like I’m being judged. She’s made my life a wreck. How do I make this woman stop without ruining my marriage?


  Sincerely,


  Past My Expiration Date,


  Seattle


  What sort of woman considers this to be her biggest problem? I picture her scrawling out a note to Dear Abby on linen-blend stationery. I wonder if she’s ever felt a baby turn inside her, tiny hands and feet walking in slow circles, as if the inside of a mother is a place to be carefully mapped.


  “What are you glued to?” Brian asks, coming to read the column over my shoulder.


  I shake my head in disbelief. “A woman whose life is being ruined by rings from jelly jars.”


  “Cream gone bad,” Brian adds, chuckling.


  “Slimy lettuce. Oh my God, how can she stand to be alive?” We both start laughing then. Contagious, all we have to do is look at each other to laugh even harder.


  And then just as suddenly as all this was funny, it isn’t anymore. Not all of us live in a world where our refrigerator contents are the barometer for our personal happiness. Some of us work in buildings that are burning down around us. Some of us have little girls who are dying. “Slimy fucking lettuce,” I say, my voice hitching. “It’s not fair.”


  Brian is across the room in an instant; he folds me into his embrace. “It never is, baby,” he answers.


  •••


  One month later, we go back for a third lymphocyte donation. Anna and I take our seats in the doctor’s office, waiting to be called. After a few minutes, she tugs on my sleeve. “Mommy,” she says.


  I glance down at her. Anna is swinging her feet. On her fingernails is Kate’s mood-changing nail polish. “What?”


  She smiles up at me. “In case I forget to tell you after, it wasn’t as bad as I thought it was going to be.”


  •••


  One day my sister arrives unannounced, and with Brian’s permission, spirits me away to a penthouse suite at the Ritz Carlton in Boston. “We can do anything you want,” she tells me. “Art museums, Freedom Trail walks, dinners out on the Harbor.” But what I really want to do is just forget, and so three hours later I am sitting on the floor beside her, finishing our second $100 bottle of wine.


  I lift the bottle by its neck. “I could have bought a dress with this.”


  Zanne snorts. “At Filene’s Basement, maybe.” Her feet are on a brocade chair; her body is sprawled on the white carpet. On the TV, Oprah counsels us to minimize our lives. “Plus, when you zip up a great Pinot Noir, you never look fat.”


  I look over at her, suddenly feeling sorry for myself.


  “No. You’re not doing the crying thing. Crying is not included in the room rate.”


  But suddenly all I can think of is how stupid the women on Oprah sound, with their stuffed Filofaxes and crammed closets. I wonder what Brian made for dinner. If Kate’s all right. “I’m going to call home.”


  She comes up on an elbow. “You are allowed to take a break, you know. No one has to be a martyr twenty-four/seven.”


  But I hear her wrong. “I think once you sign on to be a mother, that’s the only shift they offer.”


  “I said martyr,” Zanne laughs. “Not mother.”


  I smile a little. “Is there a difference?”


  She takes the telephone receiver out of my hand. “Did you want to get your crown of thorns out of the suitcase first? Listen to yourself, Sara, and stop being such a drama queen. Yes, you drew a bad lot of fate. Yes, it sucks to be you.”


  Bright color rises on my cheeks. “You have no idea what my life is like.”


  “Neither do you,” Zanne says. “You’re not living, Sara. You’re waiting for Kate to die.”


  “I am not—” I begin, but then I stop. The thing is, I am.


  Zanne strokes my hair and lets me cry. “It is so hard sometimes,” I confess, words I have not said to anyone, not even Brian.


  “As long as it’s not all the time,” Zanne says. “Honey, Kate is not going to die sooner because you have one more glass of wine, or because you stay overnight in a hotel, or because you let yourself crack up at a bad joke. So sit your ass back down and turn up the volume and act like you’re a normal person.”


  I look around at the opulence of the room, at our decadent sprawl of wine bottles and chocolate strawberries. “Zanne,” I say, wiping my eyes, “this is not what normal people do.”


  She follows my gaze. “You’re absolutely right.” She picks up the remote control, flipping channels until she finds Jerry Springer. “That better?”


  I start to laugh, and then she starts to laugh, and soon the room is spinning around me and we are lying on our backs, staring up at the crown molding edging the ceiling. I suddenly remember how, when we were kids, Zanne used to always walk ahead of me to the bus stop. I could have run and caught up—but I never did. I only wanted to follow her.


  •••


  Laughter rises like steam, swims through the windows. After three days of a torrential downpour, the kids are delighted to be outside, kicking around a soccer ball with Brian. When life is normal, it is so normal.


  I duck into Jesse’s room, trying to navigate strewn LEGO pieces and comic books so that I can set his clean clothes down on the bed. Then I go into Kate and Anna’s room, and separate their folded laundry.


  When I place Kate’s T-shirts on her dresser I see it: Hercules is swimming upside down. I reach into the bowl and turn him, holding his tail; he wafts for a few strokes and then floats slowly to the surface, white-bellied and gasping.


  I remember Jesse saying that with good care, a fish might live seven years. This has only been seven months.


  After carrying the fishbowl into my bedroom, I pick up the phone and dial Information. “Petco,” I say.


  When I’m connected, I ask a clerk about Hercules. “Do you, like, want to buy a new fish?” she asks.


  “No, I want to save this one.”


  “Ma’am,” the girl says, “we’re talking about a goldfish, right?”


  So I call three vets, none of whom treat fish. I watch Hercules in his death throes for another minute, and then ring the oceanography department at URI, asking for any professor that’s available.


  Dr. Orestes studies tide pools, he tells me. Mollusks and shellfish and sea urchins, not goldfish. But I find myself telling him about my daughter, who has APL. About Hercules, who survived once against all odds.


  The marine biologist is silent for a moment. “Have you changed his water?”


  “This morning.”


  “You get a lot of rain down there the past couple of days?”


  “Yes.”


  “Got a well?”


  What does that have to do with anything? “Yes ...”


  “It’s just a hunch, but with runoff, your water might have too many minerals in it. Fill the bowl with bottled water, and maybe he’ll perk up.”


  So I empty out Hercules’ bowl, scrub it, and add a half-gallon of Poland Spring. It takes twenty minutes, but then Hercules begins to swim around. He navigates between the lobes of the fake plant. He nibbles at food.


  Kate finds me watching him a half hour later. “You didn’t have to change the water. I did it this morning.”


  “Oh, I didn’t know,” I lie.


  She presses her face up to the glass bowl, her smile magnified. “Jesse says goldfish can only pay attention for nine seconds,” Kate says, “but I think Hercules knows exactly who I am.”


  I touch her hair. And wonder if I have used up my miracle.


  ANNA
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  IF YOU LISTEN TO ENOUGH INFOMERCIALS you start to believe some crazy things: that Brazilian honey can be used as leg wax, that knives can cut metal, that the power of positive thinking can work like a pair of wings to get you where you need to be. Thanks to a little bout of insomnia and way too many doses of Tony Robbins, I decided one day to force myself into imagining what it would be like after Kate died. That way, or so Tony vowed, when it really happened, I’d be ready.


  I kept at it for weeks. It is harder than you think to keep yourself in the future, especially when my sister was walking around at the time being her usual pain-in-the-butt self. My way of dealing with this was to pretend Kate was already haunting me. When I stopped talking to her, she figured she’d done something wrong, which she probably had, anyway. There were entire days where I did nothing but cry; others where I felt like I’d swallowed a lead plate; some more where I worked really hard at going through the motions of getting dressed and making my bed and studying my vocab words because it was easier than doing anything else.


  But then, there were times when I let the veil lift a little, and other ideas would pop up. Like what it would be like to study oceanography at the University of Hawaii. Or try skydiving. Or move to Prague. Or any of a million other pipe dreams. I’d try to stuff myself into one of these scenarios, but it was like wearing a size five sneaker when your foot is a seven—you can get by for a few steps, and then you sit down and pull off the shoe because it just plain hurts too much. I am convinced that there is a censor sitting on my brain with a red stamp, reminding me what I am not supposed to even think about, no matter how seductive it might be.


  It’s probably a good thing. I have a feeling that if I really try to figure out who I am without Kate in the equation, I’m not going to like who I see.


  •••


  My parents and I are sitting together at a table in the hospital cafeteria, although I use the word together loosely. It’s more like we’re astronauts, each wearing a separate helmet, each sustained by our own private source of air. My mother has the little rectangular container of sugar packets in front of her. She is organizing them with ruthlessness, the Equal and then the Sweet ’n Low and then the nubbly brown natural crystals. She looks up at me. “Honey.”


  Why are terms of endearment always foods? Honey, cookie, sugar, pumpkin. It’s not like caring about someone is enough to actually sustain you.


  “I understand what you’re trying to do here,” my mother continues. “And I agree that maybe your father and I need to listen to you a little bit more. But Anna, we don’t need a judge to help us do this.”


  My heart is a soft sponge at the base of my throat. “You mean it’s okay to stop?”


  When she smiles, it feels like the first warm day of March—after an eternity of snow, when you suddenly remember how summer feels on the backs of your bare calves and in the part of your hair. “That’s exactly what I mean,” my mother says.


  No more blood draws. No granulocytes or lymphocytes or stem cells or kidney. “If you want, I’ll tell Kate,” I offer. “So you don’t have to.”


  “That’s all right. Once Judge DeSalvo knows, we can pretend it never happened.”


  In the back of my mind, a hammer trips. “But ... won’t Kate ask why I’m not her donor anymore?”


  My mother goes very still. “When I said stop, I meant the lawsuit.”


  I shake my head hard, as much to give her an answer as to dislodge the knot of words tangled in my gut.


  “My God, Anna,” my mother says, stunned. “What have we done to you to deserve this?”


  “It’s not what you’ve done to me.”


  “It’s what we haven’t done, right?”


  “You aren’t listening to me!” I yell, and at that very moment, Vern Stackhouse walks up to our table.


  The deputy looks from me to my mother to my father and forces a smile. “Guess this isn’t the best time to interrupt,” he says. “I’m real sorry about this, Sara. Brian.” He hands my mother an envelope, nods, and walks off.


  She pulls out the paper inside and reads it, then turns to me. “What did you say to him?” she demands.


  “To who?”


  My father picks up the notice. It is full of legal language, which might as well be Greek. “What’s this?”


  “A motion for a temporary restraining order.” She grabs it from my father. “Do you realize you’re asking to have me kicked out of the house, and to have no contact with you? Is that really what you want?”


  Kick her out? I can’t breathe. “I never asked for that.”


  “Well, an attorney wouldn’t have filed it on his own behalf, Anna.”


  Do you know how sometimes—when you are riding your bike and you start skidding across sand, or when you miss a step and start tumbling down the stairs—you have those long, long seconds to know that you are going to be hurt, and badly? “I don’t know what’s going on,” I say.


  “Then how can you think you’re qualified to make decisions for yourself?” My mother stands so abruptly her chair clatters to the cafeteria floor. “If this is what you want, Anna, we can start right now.” Her voice, it’s thick and rough as rope the moment before she leaves me.


  •••


  About three months ago, I borrowed Kate’s makeup. Okay, so borrowed wouldn’t be the right word, exactly: stole. I didn’t have any of my own; I wasn’t supposed to be allowed to wear it until I turned fifteen. But a miracle had happened, and Kate wasn’t around to ask, and desperate times call for desperate measures.


  The miracle was five-eight, with hair the color of Silver Queen corn silk and a smile that made me feel like I’d been spinning in circles. His name was Kyle and he’d moved from Idaho, right into the homeroom seat behind mine. He didn’t know anything about me or my family, so when he asked me if I wanted to go to a movie with him I knew it wasn’t because he felt sorry for me. We saw the new Spider-Man movie, or at least he did. I spent all my time trying to figure out how electricity could leap the tiny space between my arm and his.


  When I came home, I still was walking about six inches above the ground, which is why Kate was able to blindside me. She knocked me onto my bed, pinned me by my shoulders. “You thief,” she accused. “You went into my bathroom drawer without asking.”


  “You take my things all the time. You borrowed my blue sweatshirt two days ago.”


  “That’s totally different. You can wash a sweatshirt.”


  “How come it’s okay to have my germs floating around your arteries, but not on your freaking Max Factor Cherry Bomb lip gloss?” I shoved a little harder, and managed to roll us, so that now I had the upper hand.


  Her eyes lit up. “Who was it?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “If you’re wearing makeup, Anna, there must have been a reason.”


  “Get lost,” I said.


  “Fuck off.” Kate smiled at me. Then she reached one free hand under my arm and tickled me, taking me by surprise so much that I let go of her. A minute later we had wrestled off the bed, each of us trying to get the other to cry uncle. “Anna, stop already,” Kate gasped. “You’re killing me.”


  Those words, they were all it took. My hands fell off her as if I’d been burned. We lay shoulder to shoulder between our beds, staring up at the ceiling and breathing hard, both of us pretending that what she’d said had not cut quite so close to the bone.


  •••


  In the car, my parents fight. Maybe we should hire a real lawyer, my father says, and my mother replies, I am one.


  But Sara, my father says, if this isn’t going to go away, all I’m saying is—


  What are you saying, Brian? she challenges. What are you really saying? That some man in a suit whom you’ve never met would be able to explain Anna better than her own mother? And then my father drives the rest of the way in silence.


  To my shock, there are TV cameras waiting on the steps of the Garrahy building. I’m sure they’re here for something really big, so imagine my surprise when a microphone gets stuck into my face, and a reporter with helmet hair asks me why I am suing my parents. My mother pushes the woman away. “My daughter has no comment,” she says, over and over; and when one guy asks if I’m aware that I am Rhode Island’s first designer baby, I think for a minute she might actually deck him.


  I’ve known since I was seven how I was conceived, and it wasn’t that huge a deal. First off, my parents told me when the thought of them having sex was far more disgusting than the thought of creation in a petri dish. Second, by then tons of people were having fertility drugs and septuplets and my story wasn’t really all that original anymore. But a designer baby? Yeah, right. If my parents were going to go to all that trouble, you’d think they’d have made sure to implant the genes for obedience, humility, and gratitude.


  My father sits next to me on a bench, his hands knotted between his knees. Inside the judge’s chambers, my mother and Campbell Alexander are verbally slugging it out. Here in the hallway, we’re unnaturally quiet, as if they’ve taken all possible words with them and left us with nothing.


  I hear a woman curse, and then Julia rounds the bend. “Anna. Sorry I’m late; I couldn’t get past the media. Are you all right?”


  I nod, and then I shake my head.


  Julia kneels down in front of me. “Do you want your mother to leave the house?”


  “No!” To my utter embarrassment, my eyes get glassy with tears. “I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to do this anymore. None of it.”


  She looks at me for a long moment, then nods. “Let me go in and talk to the judge.”


  When she leaves, I concentrate on getting air into my lungs. There are so many things I have to work hard at now, that I used to be able to carry out instinctively—draw in oxygen, keep my silence, do the right thing. The weight of my father’s eyes on me makes me turn. “Did you mean it?” he asks. “About not wanting to do this anymore?”


  I don’t answer. I don’t move a fraction of an inch.


  “Because if you’re still not sure, maybe it’s not such a bad idea, having some breathing space. I mean, I’ve got that extra bed in my room at the station.” He rubs the back of his neck. “It wouldn’t be like we were moving out, or anything. Just ...” He looks at me.


  “... breathing,” I finish, and do just that.


  My father stands up and holds out his hand. We walk out of the Garrahy Complex, side by side. The reporters come on like wolves, but this time, their questions bounce right off me. My chest feels full of glitter and helium, the way it used to when I was little and riding my father’s shoulders at twilight, when I knew that if I held up my hands and spread my fingers like a net, I could catch the coming stars.


  CAMPBELL
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  THERE MAY BE A SPECIAL CORNER of Hell for attorneys who are shamelessly self-aggrandizing, but you can bet we all are ready for our close-ups. When I arrive at the family court to find a horde of reporters on parade, I offer around sound bites as if they are candy, and make sure that the cameras are on me. I say the appropriate things about how this case is unorthodox, but ultimately painful for everyone involved. I hint that the judge’s ruling may affect the rights of minors nationwide, as well as stem cell research. Then I smooth the jacket of my Armani suit, tug on Judge’s leash, and explain that I really must go speak to my client.


  Inside, Vern Stackhouse catches my eye and gives me a thumbs-up. I’d run into the deputy earlier, and very innocently asked whether his sister, a reporter for the ProJo, would be coming down today. “I can’t really say anything,” I hinted, “but the hearing ... it’s going to be pretty big.”


  In that special corner of Hell, there’s probably a throne for those of us who try to capitalize off our pro bono work.


  Minutes later, we are in chambers. “Mr. Alexander.” Judge DeSalvo lifts up the motion for a restraining order. “Would you like to tell me why you’ve filed this, when I explicitly addressed the issue yesterday?”


  “I had my initial meeting with the guardian ad litem, Judge,” I reply. “While Ms. Romano was present, Sara Fitzgerald told my client the lawsuit was a misunderstanding that would work itself out.” I slide my glance toward Sara, who shows no emotion but a tightening of her jaw. “This is a direct violation of your order, Your Honor. Although this court tried to fashion conditions that would keep the family together, I don’t think it’s going to work until Mrs. Fitzgerald finds it possible to mentally separate her role as parent from her role as opposing counsel. Until then, a physical separation is necessary.”


  Judge DeSalvo taps his fingers on the desk. “Mrs. Fitzgerald? Did you say those things to Anna?”


  “Well, of course I did!” Sara explodes. “I’m trying to get to the bottom of this!”


  The admission is a circus tent collapsing, leaving all of us in utter silence. Julia chooses that moment to burst through the door. “Sorry I’m late,” she says, breathless.


  “Ms. Romano,” the judge asks, “have you had a chance to speak to Anna today?”


  “Yes, just now.” She looks at me, and then at Sara. “I think she’s very confused.”


  “What’s your opinion of the motion Mr. Alexander’s filed?”


  She tucks an errant coil of hair behind one ear. “I don’t think I have enough information to make a formal decision, but my gut feeling says it would be a mistake for Anna’s mother to be removed from the house.”


  Immediately, I tense. Reacting, the dog gets to his feet. “Judge, Mrs. Fitzgerald just admitted that she violated the court’s order. At the very least she should be reported to the bar for ethical violations, and—”


  “Mr. Alexander, there is more to this case than the letter of the law.” Judge DeSalvo turns to Sara. “Mrs. Fitzgerald, I strongly recommend you look into hiring an independent attorney to represent you and your husband in this petition. I am not going to grant the restraining order today, but I will warn you once again not to talk with your child about this case until the hearing next week. If it comes to my attention at some future date that you have ignored this directive once again, I will report you to the bar myself and personally escort you from your home.” He smacks the file folder shut and gets up. “Do not bother me again until Monday, Mr. Alexander.”


  “I need to see my client,” I announce, and I hurry out to the hallway where I know Anna is waiting with her father.


  Sara Fitzgerald, predictably, is right at my heels. Following her—intent on keeping the peace, no doubt—is Julia. All three of us come to an abrupt stop at the sight of Vern Stackhouse, dozing on the bench where Anna was sitting. “Vern?” I say.


  He immediately leaps to his feet, clearing his throat defensively. “It’s a lumbar problem. Gotta sit down every now and then to take the pressure off.”


  “You know where Anna Fitzgerald went?”


  He jerks his head toward the front door of the building. “She and her dad took off a while ago.”


  From the look on Sara’s face, this is news to her, too. “Do you need a ride back to the hospital?” Julia asks.


  She shakes her head and peers through the glass doors, where the reporters have rallied. “Is there a back way out?”


  At my side, Judge begins to stick his muzzle into my hand. Damn.


  Julia steers Sara Fitzgerald toward the rear of the building. “I need to talk to you,” she calls over her shoulder to me.


  I wait for her to turn her back. Then I promptly grab Judge’s harness and haul him down a corridor.


  “Hey!” A moment later, Julia’s heels strike the tile behind me. “I said I wanted to talk to you!”


  For a minute I seriously consider ducking out a window. Then I stop abruptly, turn, and offer up my most engaging smile. “Technically speaking, you said you needed to talk to me. If you’d said you wanted to talk to me, I might have waited around.” Judge sinks his teeth into the corner of my suit, my expensive Armani suit, and tugs. “Right now, though, I have a meeting to get to.”


  “What the hell is wrong with you?” she says. “You told me you talked to Anna about her mother and that we were all on the same page.”


  “I did, and we were—Sara was coercing her, and Anna wanted that to stop. I explained the alternatives.”


  “Alternatives? She’s a thirteen-year-old girl. Do you know how many kids I see whose take on a trial is completely different from their parents’? A mother comes in and promises that her child will testify against a child molester, because she wants the perp put away for life. But the child doesn’t care what happens to the perp, as long as he never has to be in the same room as the guy again. Or he thinks that maybe the perp should get another chance, just like his parents give him when he’s bad. You can’t expect Anna to be like a normal adult client. She doesn’t have the emotional capability to make decisions independent of her home situation.”


  “Well, that’s the point of this whole petition,” I say.


  “As a matter of fact, Anna told me, not a half hour ago, that she’s changed her mind about this whole petition.” Julia raises a brow. “Didn’t know that, did you?”


  “She hasn’t talked to me about it.”


  “That’s because you’re talking about the wrong things. You had a conversation with her about a legal way to keep her from being pressured to call off the lawsuit. Of course she jumped all over that. But do you really think she was considering what it might truly mean—that there would be one less parent home to cook or drive or help her with homework, that she wouldn’t be able to kiss her mother good night, that the rest of her family would most likely be very upset with her? All she heard, when you talked, were the words no pressure. She never heard separation.”


  Judge begins to whine in earnest. “I have to go.”


  She follows me. “Where?”


  “I told you, I have an appointment.” The corridor is lined with rooms, all locked. Finally I find a knob that turns in my hand. I walk inside and bolt the door behind me. “Gentlemen,” I say heartily.


  Julia rattles the knob. She bangs on the smoky postage-stamp square of glass. I feel sweat break out on my forehead. “You’re not getting away this time,” she yells through the door at me. “I’m still waiting right here.”


  “I’m still busy,” I yell back. When Judge pushes his snout in front of me, I sink my fingers into the thick fur at his neck. “It’s okay,” I tell him, and then I turn around to face the empty room.


  JESSE
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  EVERY NOW AND THEN I have to contradict myself and believe in God, such as at this very moment when I come home to find a bodacious babe on my doorstep, one who gets to her feet and asks me if I know Jesse Fitzgerald.


  “Who’s asking?” I say.


  “Me.”


  I give her my most charming smile. “Then here I am.”


  Let me just step back for a moment and tell you that she’s older than me, but with every glance that makes less and less of a difference—she’s got hair I could get lost in, and a mouth so soft and full I have a hard time tearing my eyes away to check out the rest of her. I’m itching to get my hands on her skin—even the ordinary parts—just to see if it feels as smooth as it looks.


  “I’m Julia Romano,” she says. “I’m a guardian ad litem.”


  All the violins soaring in my veins screech to a stop. “Is that like a cop?”


  “No, I’m an attorney, and I’m working with a judge to help your sister.”


  “You mean Kate?”


  Something in her face tightens. “I mean Anna. She filed a lawsuit for medical emancipation from your parents.”


  “Oh, yeah. I know about that.”


  “Really?” This seems to surprise her, as if defiance is something Anna’s cornered the market on. “Do you happen to know where she is?”


  I glance at the house, dark and empty. “Am I my sister’s keeper?” I say. Then I grin at her. “If you feel like waiting, you can come up and see my etchings.”


  To my shock, she agrees. “Actually, that’s not a bad idea. I’d like to talk to you.”


  I lean against the door again and cross my arms, so that my biceps flex. I give her the grin that’s stopped half the female population of Roger Williams University in their tracks. “You got plans for tonight?”


  She stares at me like I’ve just spoken Greek. No, damn, she’d probably understand Greek. Martian. Or freaking Vulcan. “Are you asking me out on a date?”


  “I’m sure as hell trying,” I say.


  “You’re sure as hell failing,” she responds flatly. “I’m old enough to be your mother.”


  “You have the most fantastic eyes.” By eyes, I mean tits, but whatever.


  Julia Romano chooses that moment to button her suit jacket, which makes me laugh out loud. “Why don’t we just talk here?”


  “Whatever,” I say, and I lead her up to my apartment.


  Given what it usually looks like, the place isn’t so bad. The dishes on the counter are only a day or two old; and spilled cereal isn’t nearly as bad to come home to after a full day as spilled milk. On the middle of the floor is a bucket and rag and container of gas; I’m working up some firesticks. There are clothes all over the floor, some artfully arranged to minimize the effect of a leak in my moonshine still.


  “What do you think?” I smile at her. “Martha Stewart would love it, huh?”


  “Martha Stewart would make you her life project,” Julia murmurs. She sits down on the couch, leaps up, and removes a handful of potato chips that have, holy God, already left a grease print in the shape of a heart on her sweet ass.


  “You want a drink?” Don’t let it be said my mother never taught me manners.


  She glances around, then shakes her head. “I’ll pass.”


  Shrugging, I pull a Labatt’s out of the fridge. “So there’s been a little fallout along the home front?”


  “Wouldn’t you know?”


  “I try not to.”


  “How come?”


  “Because it’s what I do best.” Grinning, I take a nice long pull of my beer. “Although this is one blowout I would’ve loved to see.”


  “Tell me about Kate and Anna.”


  “What am I supposed to tell you?” I swing down next to her on the couch, way too close. On purpose.


  “How do you get along with them?”


  I lean forward. “Why, Ms. Romano. Are you asking me if I play nice?” When she doesn’t as much as blink, I knock off the act. “They survive me,” I answer. “Like everyone else.”


  This answer must interest her, because she writes something down on her little white pad. “What was it like, growing up in this family?”


  A dozen flip responses work their way up my throat, but the one that comes out is a totally dark horse. “When I was twelve, there was this time Kate got sick—not even big sick, just an infection, but she couldn’t seem to get rid of it by herself. So they took Anna in to give granulocytes—white blood cells. It wasn’t like Kate planned it or anything, but it happened to be Christmas Eve. We were supposed to all go out as a family, you know, and get a tree.” I pull a pack of smokes from my pocket. “You mind?” I ask, but I never give her a chance to answer before I light up. “I was shuttled over to some neighbor’s house last minute, which sucked, because they were having a nice Christmas Eve with their relatives and kept whispering about me like I was a charity case and deaf to boot. Anyway, that all got lame pretty fast, so I said I had to pee and I snuck out. I walked home and took one of my dad’s axes and a handsaw and chopped down this little spruce in the middle of the front yard. By the time the neighbor figured out I was gone, I had the whole thing set up in our living room in the tree stand, garland, ornaments, you name it.”


  In my mind, I can still see those lights—red and blue and yellow, blinking over and over on a tree as overdressed as an Eskimo in Bali. “So Christmas morning, my parents come to the neighbors to collect me. They look like hell, the both of them, but when they bring me home there are presents under the tree. I’m all excited and I find one with my name on it, and it turns out to be this little windup car—something that would have been great for a three-year-old, but not me, and that I happened to know was for sale in the hospital gift shop. As was every single other present I got that year. Go freaking figure.” I stab my cigarette butt out on the thigh of my jeans. “They never even said anything about the tree,” I tell her. “That’s what it’s like growing up in this family.”


  “Do you think it’s the same for Anna?”


  “No. Anna’s on their radar, because she plays into their grand plan for Kate.”


  “How do your parents decide when Anna will help Kate medically?” she asks.


  “You make it sound like there’s some process involved. Like there’s actually a choice.”


  She lifts her head. “Isn’t there?”


  I ignore her, because that’s a rhetorical question if I’ve ever heard one, and stare out the window. In the front yard, you can still see the stump from that spruce. No one in this family ever covers up their mistakes.


  •••


  When I was seven I got it in my head to dig to China. How hard could it be, I figured—a straight shot, a tunnel? I took a shovel out of the garage and I started a hole just wide enough for me to slip into. Every night I would drag the old plastic sandbox cover across it, just in case of rain. For four weeks I worked at this, as the rocks bit into my arms to make battle scars, and roots grabbed at my ankles.


  What I didn’t count on were the tall walls that grew around me, or the belly of the planet, hot under my sneakers. Digging straight down, I’d gotten hopelessly lost. In a tunnel, you have to light your own way, and I’ve never been very good at that.


  When I yelled out, my father found me in seconds, although I’m sure I waited through several lives. He crawled into the pit, torn between my hard work and my stupidity. “This could have collapsed on you!” he said, and lifted me onto solid ground.


  From that point of view, I realized that my hole was not miles deep after all. My father, in fact, could stand on the bottom and it only reached up to his chest.


  Darkness, you know, is relative.


  BRIAN
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  IT TAKES ANNA LESS THAN TEN MINUTES to move into my room at the station. While she puts her clothes into a drawer and sets her hairbrush next to mine on the dresser, I go out to the kitchen where Paulie is chefing up dinner. The guys are all waiting for an explanation.


  “She’s going to stay with me here for a while,” I say. “We’re working some things out.”


  Caesar looks up from a magazine. “Is she gonna ride with us?”


  I haven’t thought of this. Maybe it will take her mind off things, to feel like she’s an apprentice of sorts. “You know, she just might.”


  Paulie turns around. He’s making fajitas tonight, beef. “Everything okay, Cap?”


  “Yeah, Paulie, thanks for asking.”


  “If there’s anyone upsetting her,” Red says, “they’ll have to go through all four of us now.”


  The others nod. I wonder what they would think if I told them that the people upsetting Anna are Sara and me.


  I leave the guys finishing up dinner preparations and go back to my room, where Anna sits on the second twin bed with her feet pretzeled beneath her. “Hey,” I say, but she doesn’t respond. It takes me a moment to see that she’s wearing headphones, blasting God knows what into her ears.


  She sees me and shuts off the music, pulling the phones to rest on her neck like a choker. “Hey.”


  I sit down on the edge of the bed and look at her. “So. You, uh, want to do something?”


  “Like what?”


  I shrug. “I don’t know. Play cards?”


  “You mean like poker?”


  “Poker, Go Fish. Whatever.”


  She looks at me carefully. “Go Fish?”


  “Want to braid your hair?”


  “Dad,” Anna asks, “are you feeling all right?”


  I am more comfortable rushing into a building that is going to pieces around me than I am trying to make her feel at ease. “I just—I want you to know you can do anything you want here.”


  “Is it okay to leave a box of tampons in the bathroom?”


  Immediately, my face goes red, and as if it’s catching, so does Anna’s. There is only one female firefighter, a part-timer, and the women’s room is on the lower level of the station. But still.


  Anna’s hair swings over her face. “I didn’t mean... I can just keep them—”


  “You can put them in the bathroom,” I announce. Then I add with authority, “If anyone complains, we’ll say they’re mine.”


  “I’m not sure they’ll believe you, Dad.”


  I wrap an arm around her. “I may not do this right at first. I’ve never bunked with a thirteen-year-old girl.”


  “I don’t shack up with forty-two-year-old guys too often, either.”


  “Good, because I’d have to kill them.”


  Her smile is a stamp against my neck. Maybe this will not be as hard as I think. Maybe I can convince myself that this move will ultimately keep my family together, even though the first step involves breaking it apart.


  “Dad?”


  “Hmm?”


  “Just so you know: no one plays Go Fish after they’re potty-trained.”


  She hugs me extra tight, the way she used to when she was small. I remember, in that instant, the last time I carried Anna. We were hiking across a field, the five of us—and the cattails and wild daisies were taller than her head. I swung her up into my arms, and together we parted a sea of reeds. But for the first time we both noticed how far down her legs dangled, how she was too big to sit on my hip, and before long she was struggling to get down and walk on her own.


  Goldfish get big enough only for the bowl you put them in. Bonsai trees twist in miniature. I would have given anything to keep her little. They outgrow us so much faster than we outgrow them.


  •••


  It seems remarkable that while one of our daughters is leading us into a legal crisis, the other is in the throes of a medical one—but then again, we have known for quite some time that Kate’s at the end stages of renal failure. It is Anna, this time, who’s thrown us for a loop. And yet—like always—you figure it out; you manage to deal with both. The human capacity for burden is like bamboo—far more flexible than you’d ever believe at first glance.


  While Anna was packing up her things that afternoon, I went to the hospital. Kate was having her dialysis done when I came into the room. She was asleep with her CD headphones on; Sara rose from a chair with one finger pressed to her lips, a warning.


  She led me into the hallway. “How’s Kate?” I asked.


  “About the same,” she answered. “How’s Anna?”


  We traded the status of our children like baseball cards that we’d flash for a peek, but didn’t want to give up just yet. I looked at Sara, wondering how I was supposed to tell her what I’d done.


  “Where did you two run off to while I was fending off the judge?” she said.


  Well. If you sit around and think about how hot the fire’s going to be, you’ll never get into the thick of it. “I took Anna to the station.”


  “Something going on at work?”


  I took a deep breath and leaped off the cliff that my marriage had become. “No. Anna’s going to stay with me there for a few days. I think maybe she needs a little time by herself.”


  Sara stared at me. “But Anna’s not going to be by herself. She’s going to be with you.”


  The hallway seemed too bright and too wide all of a sudden. “Is that a bad thing?”


  “Yes,” she said. “Do you really think that buying into Anna’s tantrum is going to help her any in the long run?”


  “I’m not buying into her tantrum; I’m giving her space to come to the right conclusions by herself. You’re not the one who’s been sitting outside with her while you’re in the judge’s chambers. I’m worried about her.”


  “Well, that’s where we’re different,” Sara argued. “I’m worried about both our daughters.”


  I looked at her, and for just a splinter of a minute saw the woman she used to be—one who knew where to find her smile, instead of having to rummage for it; one who always messed up punch lines and still got a laugh; one who could reel me in without even trying. I put my hands on her cheeks. Oh, there you are, I thought, and I leaned down to kiss her on the forehead. “You know where to find us,” I said, and walked away.


  •••


  Shortly after midnight we get an ambulance call. Anna blinks from her bed as the bells go off and light automatically floods the room. “You can stay,” I tell her, but she’s already up and putting on her shoes.


  I’ve given her old turnout gear from our part-time female firefighter: a pair of boots, a hard hat. She shrugs into the coat and climbs into the rear of the ambulance, strapping herself to the rear-facing seat behind Red, who’s driving.


  We scream down the streets of Upper Darby to the Sunshine Gates Nursing Home, an anteroom for meeting St. Peter. Red grabs the stretcher from the ambulance while I carry in the paramedic’s bag. A nurse meets us at the front doors. “She fell down and lost consciousness for a while. And she’s got an altered mental state.”


  We are led to one of the rooms. Inside, an elderly woman lies on the floor, tiny and fine-boned as a bird, blood oozing from the top of her head. It smells like she’s lost control of her bowels. “Hi, hon,” I say, leaning down immediately. I reach for her hand, the skin thin as crepe. “Can you squeeze my fingers?” And to the nurse: “What’s her name?”


  “Eldie Briggs. She’s eighty-seven.”


  “Eldie, we’re going to help you,” I say, continuing to assess her. “She’s got a lac on the occipital area. I’m going to need the backboard.” While Red runs out to the ambulance to get it, I take Eldie’s blood pressure and pulse—irregular. “Do you have any pain in your chest?” The woman moans, but shakes her head and then winces. “I’m going to have to put you in a collar, hon, all right? It looks like you hit your head pretty hard.” Red returns, bearing the board. Lifting my head, I look at the nurse again. “Do we know if her change in consciousness was the result of the fall, or did it cause the fall?”


  She shakes her head. “No one saw it happen.”


  “Of course,” I mutter under my breath. “I need a blanket.”


  The hand that offers it is tiny and shaking. Until that moment, I’ve completely forgotten Anna is with us. “Thanks, baby,” I say, taking the time to smile at her. “You want to help me here? Can you get down to Mrs. Briggs’s feet?”


  She nods, white-faced, and crouches down. Red aligns the backboard. “We’re going to roll you, Eldie... on three...” We count, shift, strap her on. The motion makes her scalp wound gush again.


  We load her into the ambulance. Red hauls off to the hospital as I move around the cramped quarters of the cabin, hooking up the oxygen tank, ministering. “Anna, grab me an IV start kit?” I begin to cut Eldie’s clothes off her. “You still with us, Mrs. Briggs? Little needle stick coming,” I say. I position her arm and try to get a vein, but they are like the faintest tracings of pencil, blueprint shadings. Sweat beads on my forehead. “I can’t get in with a twenty. Anna, can you find a twenty-two?”


  It doesn’t help that the patient is moaning, crying. That the ambulance is swaying back and forth, turning corners, braking, as I try to insert the smaller needle. “Dammit,” I say, throwing the second line on the floor.


  I do a quick cardiac strip and then pick up the radio and dial into the hospital to tell them we’re incoming. “Eighty-seven-year-old patient, had a fall. She’s alert and answering questions, BP 136 over 83, pulse 130 and irregular. I tried to get IV access for you but haven’t had a lot of luck with that. She does have a lac on the back of her head but it’s pretty well controlled by now. I’ve got her on oxygen. Any questions?”


  In the beam of an approaching truck, I see Anna’s face. The truck turns, the light falls, and I realize that my daughter is holding this stranger’s hand.


  At the emergency entrance of the hospital, we pull the stretcher out of the cabin and wheel into the automatic doors. A team of doctors and nurses is already waiting. “She’s still talking to us,” I say.


  A male nurse taps her thin wrists. “Jesus.”


  “Yeah, that’s why I couldn’t get a line. I needed pedi cuffs to get her pressure.”


  Suddenly I remember Anna, who’s standing wide-eyed in the doorway. “Daddy? Is that lady going to die?”


  “I think she might have had a stroke... but she’s going to make it. Listen, why don’t you just go wait over there, in a chair? I’ll be out in five minutes, tops.”


  “Dad?” she says, and I pause at the threshold. “Wouldn’t it be cool if they were all that way?”


  She doesn’t see it the way I do—that Eldie Briggs is a paramedic’s nightmare, that her veins are shot and her condition’s waffling and that this has not been a good call at all. What Anna means is that whatever is wrong with Eldie Briggs can be fixed.


  •••


  I go inside and continue to feed information to the ER staff as needed. About ten minutes later, I finish up my Run Form and look for my daughter in the waiting area, but she’s gone missing. I find Red smoothing fresh sheets onto the stretcher, strapping a pillow under its belt. “Where’s Anna?”


  “I figured she was with you.”


  Glancing down one hallway and then the other, all I see are weary physicians, other paramedics, small scatterings of dazed people sipping coffee and hoping for the best. “I’ll be right back.”


  Compared to the frenzy of the ER, the eighth floor is all tucked tight. The nurses all greet me by name as I head for Kate’s room and gently push open the door.


  Anna is too big for Sara’s lap, but that’s where she’s sitting. She and Kate are both asleep. Over the crown of Anna’s head, Sara watches me approach.


  I kneel in front of my wife and brush Anna’s hair off her temples. “Baby,” I whisper, “it’s time to go home.”


  Anna sits up slowly. She lets me take her hand and draw her upright, Sara’s palm trailing down her spine. “It’s not home,” Anna says, but she follows me out of the room all the same.


  •••


  Past midnight, I lean down beside Anna and balance my words on the edge of her ear. “Come see this,” I coax. She sits up, grabs a sweatshirt, stuffs her feet into her sneakers. Together, we climb to the station’s roof.


  The night is falling down around us. Meteors rain like fireworks, quick rips in the seam of the dark. “Oh!” Anna exclaims, and she lies down so that she can see better.


  “It’s the Perseids,” I tell her. “A meteor shower.”


  “It’s incredible.”


  Shooting stars are not stars at all. They’re just rocks that enter the atmosphere and catch fire under friction. What we wish on, when we see one, is only a trail of debris.


  In the upper left quadrant of the sky, a radiant bursts in a new stream of sparks. “Is it like this every night, while we’re asleep?” Anna asks.


  It is a remarkable question—Do all the wonderful things happen when we are not aware of them? I shake my head. Technically, the earth’s path crosses this comet’s gritty tail once a year. But a show as dynamic as this one might be once in a lifetime.


  “Wouldn’t it be cool if a star landed in the backyard? If we could find it when the sun came up and put it into a fishbowl and use it as a night-light or a camping lantern?” I can almost see her doing it, combing the lawn for the mark of burned grass. “Do you think Kate can see these, out her window?”


  “I’m not sure.” I come up on an elbow and look at her carefully.


  But Anna keeps her eyes glued to the upended bowl of the heavens. “I know you want to ask me why I’m doing all this.”


  “You don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to.”


  Anna lies down, her head pillowed against my shoulder. Every second, another streak of silver glows: parentheses, exclamation points, commas—a whole grammar made of light, for words too hard to speak.


  FRIDAY


  Doubt thou that the stars are fire;


  Doubt thou that the sun doth move;


  Doubt truth to be a liar;


  But never doubt that I love.


  —WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, Hamlet


  CAMPBELL
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  THE MINUTE I WALK INTO THE HOSPITAL with Judge at my side, I know I’m in trouble. A security officer—think Hitler in drag with a very bad perm—crosses her arms and blocks my entry at the elevator bank. “No dogs,” she orders.


  “This is a service dog.”


  “You’re not blind.”


  “I have an irregular heartbeat and he’s CPR certified.”


  I head up to the office of Dr. Peter Bergen, a psychiatrist who happens to be the chairman of the medical ethics board at Providence Hospital. I’m here by default: I can’t seem to find my client, who may or may not still be pursuing her lawsuit. Frankly, after the hearing yesterday I was pissed off—I wanted her to come to me. When she didn’t, I went so far as to sit on her doorstep last night for an hour, but no one showed up at her home; this morning, assuming Anna was with her sister, I came to the hospital—only to be told I couldn’t go in to see Kate. I can’t find Julia, either, although I fully expected to see her still waiting yesterday on the other side of the door when Judge and I left after the incident at the courthouse. I asked her sister for a cell number, at least, but something tells me that 401-GO2-HELL is out of service.


  So, because I have nothing better to do, I’m going to work on my case on the off chance that it still exists.


  Bergen’s secretary looks like the kind of woman whose bra size ranks higher than her IQ. “Ooh, a puppy!” she squeals. She reaches out to pat Judge.


  “Please. Don’t.” I start to come up with one of my ready replies, but why waste it on her? Then I head for the door in the back.


  There I find a small, squat man with a stars-and-stripes bandanna over his graying curls, wearing yoga gear and doing Tai Chi. “Busy,” Bergen grunts.


  “Something we have in common, Doctor. I’m Campbell Alexander, the attorney who asked for the charts on the Fitzgerald girl.”


  Arms extended forward, the psychiatrist exhales. “I sent them over.”


  “You sent Kate Fitzgerald’s records. I need Anna Fitzgerald’s.”


  “You know,” he replies, “now is not a very good time for me...”


  “Don’t let me interrupt your workout.” I sit down, and Judge lies at my feet. “As I was saying—Anna Fitzgerald? Do you have any notes from the ethics committee about her?”


  “The ethics committee has never convened on Anna Fitzgerald’s behalf. It’s her sister who’s the patient.”


  I watch him arch his back, then hunch forward. “Do you have any idea how many times Anna’s been both an outpatient and an inpatient in this hospital?”


  “No,” Bergen says.


  “I’m counting eight.”


  “But those procedures wouldn’t necessarily come before the ethics committee. When the physicians agree with what the patients want, and vice versa, there’s no conflict. No reason for us to even hear about it.” Dr. Bergen lowers the foot he has raised in the air and reaches for a towel to mop under his arms. “We all have full-time jobs, Mr. Alexander. We’re psychiatrists and nurses and doctors and scientists and chaplains. We don’t go looking for problems.”


  •••


  Julia and I leaned against my locker, having an argument about the Virgin Mary. I had been fingering her miraculous medal—well, actually, it was her collarbone I was after, and the medal had gotten in the way. “What if,” I said, “she was just some kid who got herself in trouble, and came up with an ingenious way out of it?”


  Julia nearly choked. “I think they can even throw you out of the Episcopal Church for that one, Campbell.”


  “Think about it—you’re thirteen, or however old they were back then when they were shacking up—and you have a nice little roll in the hay with Joseph, and before you know it your EPT is coming up positive. You can either face your father’s wrath, or you can spin a good story. Who’s going to contradict you if you say God’s the one who knocked you up? Don’t you think Mary’s dad was thinking, ‘I could ground her... but what if that causes a plague?’”


  Just then I jacked open my locker and a hundred condoms spilled out. A bunch of guys from the sailing team morphed out of their hiding spots, laughing like hyenas. “Figured you could use a new supply,” one of them said.


  Well, what was I supposed to do? I smiled.


  Before I knew it Julia had taken off. For a girl, she ran goddamn fast. I didn’t catch up to her until the school was a distant smudge behind us. “Jewel,” I said, although I didn’t know what should come after that. It was not the first time I had made a girl cry, but it was the first time it hurt me to do it. “Should I have decked them all? Is that what you want?”


  She rounded on me. “What do you tell them about us when you’re in the locker room?”


  “I don’t tell them anything.”


  “What do you tell your parents about us?”


  “I don’t,” I admitted.


  “Fuck you,” she said, and she started running again.


  •••


  The elevator doors open on the third floor, and there’s Julia Romano. We stare at each other for a moment, and then Judge gets up and starts wagging his tail. “Going down?”


  She steps inside and pushes the button for the lobby, already lit. But it makes her lean across me, so that I can smell her hair—vanilla and cinnamon. “What are you doing here?” she asks.


  “Becoming supremely disappointed in the state of American health care. How about you?”


  “Meeting with Kate’s oncologist, Dr. Chance.”


  “I assume that means we still have a lawsuit?”


  Julia shakes her head. “I don’t know. No one in that family’s returning my calls, except for Jesse, and that’s strictly hormonal.”


  “Did you go up to—”


  “Kate’s room? Yeah. They wouldn’t let me in. Something about dialysis.”


  “They said the same thing to me,” I tell her.


  “Well, if you talk to her—”


  “Look,” I interrupt. “I have to assume we still have a hearing in three days until Anna tells me otherwise. If that’s the case, you and I really need to sit down and figure out what the hell is going on in this kid’s life. Do you want to grab a cup of coffee?”


  “No,” Julia says, and she starts to leave.


  “Stop.” When I grasp her arm, she freezes. “I know this is uncomfortable for you. It’s uncomfortable for me, too. But just because you and I can’t seem to grow up doesn’t mean Anna shouldn’t have a chance to.” This is accompanied by a particularly hangdog look.


  Julia folds her arms. “Did you want to write that one down, so you can use it again?”


  I burst out laughing. “Jesus, you’re tough—”


  “Oh, stuff it, Campbell. You’re so glib you probably oil your lips every morning.”


  That conjures all sorts of images for me, but they involve her body parts.


  “You’re right,” she says then.


  “Now that I want to write down...” When she starts walking away this time, Judge and I follow.


  She heads out of the hospital and down a side street, an alley, and past a tenement before we break into the sunshine again on Mineral Spring Avenue in North Providence. By that time, I’m grateful that my left hand is wrapped tight to the leash of a dog with an excessive amount of teeth. “Chance told me that there’s nothing left to do for Kate,” Julia tells me.


  “You mean other than the kidney transplant.”


  “No. Here’s the incredible thing.” She stops walking, plants herself in front of me. “Dr. Chance doesn’t think Kate’s strong enough.”


  “And Sara Fitzgerald’s pushing for it,” I say.


  “When you think about it, Campbell, you can’t blame her logic. If Kate’s going to die without the transplant anyway, why not go for it?”


  We step delicately around a homeless man and his collection of bottles. “Because the transplant involves major surgery for her other daughter,” I point out. “And putting Anna’s health at risk for a procedure that’s not necessary for her seems a little cavalier.”


  Suddenly Julia comes to a halt in front of a small shack with a hand-painted sign, Luigi Ravioli. It looks like the sort of place they keep dark, so that you don’t notice the rats. “Isn’t there a Starbucks nearby?” I ask, just as an enormous bald man in a white apron opens the door and nearly knocks Julia over.


  “Isobella!” he cries, kissing her on both cheeks.


  “No, Uncle Luigi, it’s Julia.”


  “Julia?” He pulls back and frowns. “You sure? You ought to cut your hair or something, give us a break.”


  “You used to get on my case about my hair when it was short.”


  “We got on your case about your hair because it was pink.” He looks at me. “You hungry?”


  “We were hoping for some coffee, and a quiet table.”


  He grins. “A quiet table?”


  Julia sighs. “Not that kind of quiet table.”


  “Right, right, everything’s a big secret. Come in, I’ll give you the room in the back.” He glances down at Judge. “Dog stays here.”


  “Dog comes,” I respond.


  “Not in my restaurant,” Luigi insists.


  “He’s a service dog, he can’t stay outside.”


  Luigi leans close, a couple of inches away from my face. “You’re blind?”


  “Color-blind,” I reply. “He tells me when the traffic lights change.”


  Julia’s uncle’s mouth turns down at the corners. “Everyone’s a wiseass today,” he says, and then he leads the way.


  For weeks, my mother tried to guess the identity of my girlfriend. “It’s Bitsy, right?—the one we met on the Vineyard? Or no, wait, it’s not Sheila’s daughter, the redhead, is it?” I told her over and over it was no one she knew, when what I really meant was that Julia was no one she would recognize.


  “I know what’s right for Anna,” Julia tells me, “but I’m not sure she’s mature enough to make her own decisions.”


  I pick up another piece of antipasto. “If you think she’s justified in filing the petition, then what’s the conflict?”


  “Commitment,” Julia says dryly. “Would you like me to define that for you?”


  “You know, it’s impolite to unsheathe your claws at the dinner table.”


  “Right now, every time Anna’s mom confronts her, she backs off. Every time something happens with Kate, she backs off. And in spite of what she thinks she’s capable of, she hasn’t made a decision of this magnitude before—considering what the consequences are going to be to her sister.”


  “What if I told you that by the time we have our hearing, she’ll be able to make that decision?”


  Julia glances up. “Why are you so sure that’ll happen?”


  “I’m always sure of myself.”


  She plucks an olive out of the tray between us. “Yeah,” she says quietly. “I remember that.”


  • • •


  Although Julia must have had her suspicions, I didn’t tell her about my parents, my house. As we drove into Newport in my Jeep, I pulled into the driveway of a huge brick mansion. “Campbell,” Julia said. “You’re kidding.”


  I circled the loop of the driveway and turned out the other side. “Yeah, I am.”


  That way, when I pulled into the house two driveways down, the sprawling Georgian with its rows of beech trees and its slope to the Bay, it wasn’t quite as imposing. At the very least, it was smaller than the first place.


  Julia shook her head. “Your parents are going to take one look at me and pull us apart with a crowbar.”


  “They’re gonna love you,” I told her, the first time I lied to Julia, but not the last.


  •••


  Julia ducks beneath the table with a plateful of pasta. “Here you go, Judge,” she says. “So what’s with the dog?”


  “He translates for my Spanish-speaking clients.”


  “Really.”


  I grin at her. “Really.”


  She leans forward, narrowing her eyes. “You know, I have six brothers. I know how you guys work.”


  “Do tell.”


  “And give away my trade secrets? I don’t think so.” She shakes her head. “Maybe Anna hired you because you’re just as evasive as she is.”


  “She hired me because she saw my name in the paper,” I say. “Nothing more to it than that.”


  “But why’d you take her on? This isn’t your usual case.”


  “How would you know what my usual case is?”


  It is said lightly, a joke, but Julia goes mute, and there’s my answer: all these years, she’s been following my career.


  Sort of like I’ve been following hers.


  I clear my throat, uncomfortable, and point to her face. “You’ve got sauce... over there.”


  She lifts her napkin and wipes the side of her mouth, but misses completely. “Did I get it off?” she asks.


  Leaning forward with my own napkin, I clean the small spot—but then I don’t move away. My hand rests on her cheek. Our eyes lock, and in that instance, we are young again and learning the shape of each other.


  “Campbell,” Julia says, “don’t do this to me.”


  “Do what?”


  “Push me off the same cliff twice.”


  When the cell phone in my coat pocket rings, we both jump. Julia inadvertently knocks over her glass of Chianti while I answer. “No, calm down. Calm down. Where are you? Okay, I’m on my way.” Julia stops mopping the table as I hang up. “I have to go.”


  “Is everything all right?”


  “That was Anna,” I say. “She’s at the Upper Darby Police Station.”


  •••


  On the way back to Providence, I tried to come up with at least one awful death per mile for my parents. Bludgeoning, scalping. Skinning alive and sprinkling with salt. Pickling in gin, although I don’t know whether that would be considered torture or simply Nirvana.


  It was possible they saw me sneaking into the guest room, bringing Julia down the servants’ stairs to the rear door of the house. It is possible they could make out our silhouettes as we stripped off our clothes and waded into the Bay. Maybe they watched her legs wrap around me, watched me lay her down on a bed made of sweatshirts and flannel.


  Their excuse, given the next morning over eggs Benedict, was an invitation to a party at the Club that night—black-tie, family only. An invitation that, of course, didn’t include Julia.


  It was so hot out by the time we pulled up to her house that some enterprising boy had pried open the fire hydrant, and kids bounced like popcorn through the stream. “Julia, I never should have dragged you home to meet my parents.”


  “There’s a lot of stuff you shouldn’t do,” she admitted. “And most of it involves me.”


  “I’ll call you before graduation,” I said, as she kissed me and got out of the Jeep.


  But I didn’t call. And I didn’t meet up with her at graduation. And she thinks she knows why, but she doesn’t.


  •••


  The curious thing about Rhode Island is that it has absolutely no feng shui. By this I mean that there’s a Little Compton, but no Big Compton. There’s an Upper Darby but no Lower Darby. There are all sorts of places defined in terms of something else that doesn’t actually exist.


  Julia follows me in her own car. Judge and I must break a landspeed record, because it seems less than five minutes have passed since the phone call and the moment we walk into the station to find Anna hysterical beside the desk sergeant. She flies toward me, frantic. “You’ve got to help,” she cries. “Jesse got arrested.”


  “What?” I stare at Anna, who tore me away from a very good meal, not to mention a conversation I really would rather have followed to its conclusion. “Why is this my problem?”


  “Because I need you to get him out,” Anna explains slowly, as if I am a moron. “You’re a lawyer.”


  “I’m not his lawyer.”


  “But can’t you be?”


  “Why don’t you call your mother,” I suggest. “I hear she’s taking new clients.”


  Julia whacks me on the arm. “Shut up.” She turns to Anna. “What happened?”


  “Jesse stole a car and he got nailed.”


  “Give me more details,” I say, already regretting this.


  “It was a Humvee, I think. A big, yellow one.”


  There’s one big yellow Humvee in this entire state, and it belongs to Judge Newbell. A headache begins between my eyes. “Your brother stole a judge’s car, and you want me to get him out?”


  Anna blinks at me. “Well, yeah.”


  Jesus. “Let me go talk to the officer.” Leaving Anna in Julia’s care, I walk to the desk sergeant, who—I swear it—is already laughing at me. “I’m representing Jesse Fitzgerald,” I sigh.


  “Sorry to hear that.”


  “It was Judge Newbell’s, wasn’t it?”


  The officer smiles. “Yup.”


  I take a deep breath. “The kid doesn’t have a record.”


  “That’s because he just turned eighteen. He’s got a juvy record a mile long.”


  “Look,” I say. “His family’s going through a lot right now. One sister’s dying; the other one is suing her parents. Can you cut me a break here?”


  The officer looks over at Anna. “I’ll talk to the AG for you, but you’d better plead the kid, because I’m quite sure Judge Newbell doesn’t want to come testify.”


  After a little more negotiation I walk back toward Anna, who leaps up the minute she sees me. “Did you fix it?”


  “Yeah. But I’m never doing this again, and I’m not done with you.” I stalk toward the rear of the station, where the holding cells are.


  Jesse Fitzgerald lies on his back on the metal bunk, one arm thrown over his eyes. For a moment I stand outside his cell. “You know, you are the best argument I’ve ever seen for natural selection.”


  He sits up. “Who the hell are you?”


  “Your fairy godmother. You dumb little shit—do you realize you stole a judge’s Humvee?”


  “Well, how was I supposed to know whose car it was?”


  “Maybe because of the judicial vanity plate that says ALLRISE?” I say. “I’m a lawyer. Your sister asked me to represent you. Against my better judgment, I’ve agreed.”


  “No kidding? So can you get me out?”


  “They’re going to let you go on PR bail. You need to give them your license and agree to live at home, which you already do, so that shouldn’t be a problem.”


  Jesse considers this. “Do I have to give them my car?”


  “No.”


  You can actually see the gears churning. A kid like Jesse couldn’t care less about a piece of paper that permits him to drive, just so long as he has wheels. “That’s cool, then,” he says.


  I motion to an officer waiting nearby, who unlocks the cell so that Jesse can leave. We walk side by side to the waiting area. He is as tall as I am, but unfinished around the edges. His face lights up as we turn the corner, and for a moment I think he is capable of redemption, that maybe he feels enough for Anna to be an ally for her.


  But he ignores his sister, and instead approaches Julia. “Hey,” he says. “Were you worried about me?”


  I want, in that moment, to lock him back up. After I kill him.


  “Get away,” Julia sighs. “Come on, Anna. Let’s go find something to eat.”


  Jesse looks up. “Excellent. I’m starving.”


  “Not you,” I say. “We’re going to court.”


  •••


  On the day I graduated from Wheeler, the locusts came. They arrived like a thick summer storm, tangling in the branches of trees and thudding hard on the ground. The meteorologists had a field day, trying to explain the phenomenon. They mentioned biblical plagues and El Niño and our prolonged drought. They recommended umbrellas, broad-brimmed hats, staying indoors.


  The graduation ceremony, however, was held outside under a large white canvas tent. As the salutatorian spoke, his message was punctuated by the suicide leap of bugs. Locusts rolled off the sloped roof, falling into the laps of spectators.


  I hadn’t wanted to come, but my parents forced me to go. Julia found me while I was putting on my cap. She wrapped her arms around my waist. She tried to kiss me. “Hey,” she said. “Which side of the earth did you drop off?”


  I remember thinking that in our white gowns, we looked like ghosts. I pushed her away from me. “Don’t. Okay? Just don’t.”


  In every graduation photo my parents took, I was smiling as if this new world were a place I actually wanted to live in, while all around me insects fell, big as fists.


  •••


  What is ethical to a lawyer differs from what’s ethical to the rest of the world. In fact, we have a written code—the Rules of Professional Responsibility—which we have to read, be tested on, and follow in order to maintain a practice. But these very standards require us to do things that most people consider immoral. For example, if you walk into my office and say, “I killed the Lindbergh baby,” I might ask you where the body is. “Under my bedroom floor,” you tell me, “three feet down below the foundation of the house.” If I am to do my job correctly, I can’t tell a soul where that baby is. I could be disbarred, in fact, if I do.


  All this means is that I’m actually educated to think that morals and ethics do not necessarily go hand in hand.


  “Bruce,” I say to the prosecutor, “my client will waive information. And if you get rid of some of these traffic misdemeanors, I swear he’ll never come within fifty feet of the judge or his car again.”


  I wonder how much the general population of this country knows that the legal system has far more to do with playing a good hand of poker than it does with justice.


  Bruce is an all right guy. Plus, I happen to know he’s just been assigned to a double murder; he doesn’t want to waste his time with Jesse Fitzgerald’s conviction.


  “You know, we’re talking about Judge Newbell’s Humvee, Campbell,” he says.


  “Yes. I am aware of that,” I answer gravely, when what I’m thinking is that anyone vain enough to drive a Humvee is practically asking to have it ripped off.


  “Let me talk to the judge,” Bruce sighs. “I’m probably going to get eviscerated for suggesting it, but I’ll tell him that the cops don’t mind if we give the kid a break.”


  Twenty minutes later, we have signed all the forms, and Jesse stands beside me in the front of the court. Twenty-five minutes later he is on probation, officially, and we walk out onto the courthouse steps.


  It is one of those summer days that feel like a memory welling up in your throat. On days like this, I would have been sailing with my father.


  Jesse tips his head back. “We used to fish for tadpoles,” he says out of nowhere. “Catch them up in a bucket, and then watch their tails turn into legs. Not a single one, I swear it, ever made it to frog.” He turns to me and pulls a pack of cigarettes out of his shirt pocket. “Want one?”


  I haven’t smoked since I was in law school. But I find myself taking a cigarette and lighting up. Judge watches life happen, lolling his tongue. Beside me, Jesse strikes a match. “Thanks,” he says. “For what you’re doing for Anna.”


  A car passes by, its radio playing one of those songs that stations never play in winter. A blue stream of smoke flares out from Jesse’s mouth. I wonder if he’s ever been sailing. If there’s a memory he’s held on to all these years—sitting on the front lawn and feeling the grass cool down after sunset, holding a sparkler on the Fourth of July until it burned his fingers. We all have something.


  •••


  She left the note underneath the windshield wiper of my Jeep seventeen days after graduation. Before I even opened it I wondered how she got to Newport, how she made her way back. I carried it out to the Bay to read on the rocks; and after I was done I held it up and sniffed at it, in case it smelled like her.


  I was not technically allowed to drive, but that hardly mattered. We met, as per that note, at the cemetery.


  Julia sat in front of the headstone, her arms clasped around her knees. She looked up when she saw me. “I wanted you to be different.”


  “Julia, it’s not you.”


  “No?” She got to her feet. “I don’t have a trust fund, Campbell. My father doesn’t own a yacht. If you were crossing your fingers, expecting me to turn into Cinderella one of these days, you got it all wrong.”


  “I don’t care about any of that.”


  “Bullshit you don’t.” Her eyes narrowed. “What did you think, that it would be fun to go slumming? Did you do it to piss off your parents? And now you can scrape me off your shoe like I’m something you stepped in by accident?” She struck out at me, clipping me across the chest. “I don’t need you. I never needed you.”


  “Well, I fucking needed you!” I shouted back at her. When she turned I grabbed her shoulders and I kissed her. I took the things I couldn’t bring myself to say, and poured them into her.


  There are some things we do because we convince ourselves it would be better for everyone involved. We tell ourselves that it’s the right thing to do, the altruistic thing to do. It’s far easier than telling ourselves the truth.


  I pushed Julia away from me. Walked down that cemetery hill. Didn’t look back.


  •••


  Anna sits in the passenger seat, which doesn’t go over well with Judge. He hangs his sorry face into the front, right between us, panting up a storm. “Today wasn’t a very good harbinger of what’s to come,” I tell her.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “If you want the right to make major decisions, Anna, then you need to start making them now. Not relying on the rest of the world to clean up the messes.”


  She scowls at me. “This is all because I called you to help my brother? I thought you were my friend.”


  “I already told you once I’m not your friend; I’m your attorney. There’s a seminal difference.”


  “Fine.” She fumbles with the lock. “I’ll go back to the police and tell them to rearrest Jesse.” She nearly succeeds in pushing the passenger door open, although we are traveling on a highway.


  I grab the handle and slam it shut. “Are you crazy?”


  “I don’t know,” she answers. “I’d ask you what you think, but it’s probably not in the job description.”


  With a yank of the wheel, I pull the car to the shoulder of the road. “You know what I think? The reason no one ever asks you for your opinion about anything important is because you change your mind so often they don’t know what to believe. Take me, for example. I don’t even know if we’re still petitioning a judge for medical emancipation.”


  “Why wouldn’t we be?”


  “Ask your mother. Ask Julia. Every time I turn around someone informs me that you don’t want to go through with this.” I look down at the armrest, where her hand sits—purple sparkle polish, nails bitten to the quick. “If you want to be treated like an adult by the court, you need to start acting like one. The only way I can fight for you, Anna, is if you can prove to everyone that you can fight for yourself when I walk away.”


  I pull the car back onto the road, and glance at her sidelong, but Anna sits with her hands wedged between her thighs, her face set mutinously ahead. “We’re almost at your house,” I say dryly. “Then you can get out and give the door a good slam in my face.”


  “We’re not going to my house. I need to go to the fire station. My dad and I are staying there for a while.”


  “Is it my imagination, or did I not spend a couple of hours at the family court yesterday arguing this very point? And I thought you told Julia that you didn’t want to be separated from your mother? This is exactly what I’m talking about, Anna,” I say, banging my hand on the steering wheel. “What the hell do you really want?”


  When she blows, it is remarkable. “You want to know what I want? I’m sick of being a guinea pig. I’m sick of nobody asking me how I feel about all this. I’m sick, but I’m never fucking sick enough for this family.” She opens the car door while it is still moving, and takes off at a dead run to the firehouse, a few hundred feet in the distance.


  Well. Deep in the recesses of my little client is the potential to make other people listen. It means that on the stand, she’ll hold up better than I imagined.


  And on the heels of that thought: Anna might be able to testify, but what she’s said makes her seem unsympathetic. Immature, even. Or in other words, highly unlikely to convince the judge to rule in her favor.


  BRIAN
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  FIRE AND HOPE ARE CONNECTED, just so you know. The way the Greeks told it, Zeus put Prometheus and Epimetheus in charge of creating life on earth. Epimetheus made the animals, giving out bonuses like swiftness and strength and fur and wings. By the time Prometheus made man, all the best qualities had been given out. He settled for making them walk upright, and he gave them fire.


  Zeus, pissed off, took it away. But Prometheus saw his pride and joy shivering and unable to cook. He lit a torch from the sun and brought it to man again. To punish Prometheus, Zeus had him chained to a rock, where an eagle fed on his liver. To punish man, Zeus created the first woman—Pandora—and gave her a gift, a box she was forbidden to open.


  Pandora’s curiosity got the best of her, and one day she opened that box. Out came plagues and misery and mischief. She managed to shut the lid tight before hope escaped. It’s the only weapon we have left to fight the others.


  Ask any fireman; he’ll tell you it’s true. Hell. Ask any father.


  •••


  “Come on up,” I say to Campbell Alexander, when he arrives with Anna. “There’s fresh coffee.” He follows me up the stairs, his German shepherd trailing. I pour two cups. “What’s the dog for?”


  “He’s a chick magnet,” the lawyer says. “Got any milk?”


  I pass him the carton from the fridge, then sit down with my own mug. It’s quiet up here; the boys are downstairs washing the engines and doing their daily maintenance.


  “So.” Alexander takes a sip of his coffee. “Anna tells me that you’ve both moved out.”


  “Yeah. I sort of figured you might want to ask me about that.”


  “You do realize that your wife is opposing counsel,” he says carefully.


  I meet his eye. “I suppose by that you mean do I realize that I shouldn’t be sitting here talking to you.”


  “That only becomes an issue if your wife is still representing you.”


  “I never asked Sara to represent me.”


  Alexander frowns. “I’m not sure she’s aware of that.”


  “Look, with all due respect, this may seem like an incredibly big deal, and it is, but we have another incredibly big deal going on at the same time. Our older daughter’s been hospitalized and... well, Sara’s fighting on two fronts.”


  “I know. And I’m sorry about Kate, Mr. Fitzgerald,” he says.


  “Call me Brian.” I cup my hands around my mug. “And I would like to speak to you... without Sara around.”


  He leans back in the folding chair. “How about right now?”


  It’s not a good time, but it will never be a good time for this. “Okay.” I take a deep breath. “I think Anna’s right.”


  At first I’m not sure Campbell Alexander’s even heard me. Then he asks, “Are you willing to tell that to the judge at a hearing?”


  I look down at my coffee. “I think I have to.”


  •••


  By the time Paulie and I responded to this morning’s ambulance call, the boyfriend already had the girl in a shower. She sat on the bottom, her legs splayed around the drain, fully dressed. Her hair was matted to the front of her face, but even if it wasn’t, I’d have known that she was unconscious.


  Paulie got right inside and started to drag her out. “Her name’s Magda,” the boyfriend said. “She’s gonna be okay, right?”


  “Is she diabetic?”


  “What does that matter?”


  For Christ’s sake. “Tell me what you were using,” I demanded.


  “We were just getting drunk,” the boyfriend said. “Tequila.”


  He was no more than seventeen. Old enough to have heard the myth that a shower will bring someone out of a heroin overdose. “Let me explain this to you. My buddy and I want to help Magda, to save her life. But if you tell me that she’s got alcohol in her system and it turns out that it’s a drug instead, whatever we give her could backfire and make her even worse. You get that?”


  By then, just outside the shower stall, Paulie had wrestled Magda out of her shirt. There were tracks up and down her arms. “If it’s tequila, then they’ve been shooting it up. Coma cocktail?”


  I took the Narcan out of the paramedic bag and handed Paulie the equipment for a microdrip. “So, um,” the boy said, “you’re not going to tell the cops, are you?”


  In one quick move, I grabbed him by the neck of his shirt and pushed him up against the wall. “Are you that fucking stupid?”


  “It’s just that my parents will kill me.”


  “You didn’t seem to care much if you killed yourself. Or her.” I jerked his head toward the girl, who by then was vomiting all over the floor. “You think life is something you can throw out like a piece of trash? You think you OD, and get a second chance?”


  I was yelling hard into his face. I felt a hand on my shoulder—Paulie. “Step down, Cap,” he said under his breath.


  Slowly I realized that the kid was trembling in front of me, that he really had nothing to do with the reason I was yelling. I walked away to clear my head. Paulie finished up with the patient and then came back to me. “You know, if it’s too much, we can cover for you,” he offered. “The chief’ll give you as much time off as you want.”


  “I need to work.” Over his shoulder I could see the girl pinking up; the boy sobbing into his hands beside her. I looked Paulie in the eye. “When I’m not here,” I explained, “I have to be there.”


  •••


  The lawyer and I finish up our coffee. “Second cup?” I offer.


  “I’d better not. I have to get back to the office.”


  We nod at each other, but there is really nothing left to say. “Don’t worry about Anna,” I add. “I’ll make sure she gets whatever she needs.”


  “You might want to check in at home, too,” Alexander says. “I just got your son released on PR bail for stealing a judge’s Humvee.”


  He puts his coffee cup in the sink and leaves me holding this information, knowing sooner or later, it will force me to my knees.


  SARA
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  1997


  NO MATTER HOW MANY TIMES you drive to the emergency room, it never becomes routine. Brian carries our daughter in his arms, blood running down her face. The triage nurse waves us inside, shepherds the other kids to the bank of plastic chairs where they can wait. A resident comes into the cubicle, all business. “What happened?”


  “She went over the handlebars of her bike,” I said. “She landed on concrete. There doesn’t seem to be any evidence of concussion, but there’s a scalp lac at the hairline of about an inch and a half.”


  The doctor lays her down gently on the table, snaps on gloves, and peers at her forehead. “Are you a doctor or a nurse?”


  I try to smile. “Just used to this.”


  It takes eighty-two stitches to sew up the gash. Afterward, with a bright white patch of gauze taped to her head, and a hefty dose of pediatric Tylenol swimming through her veins, we walk out to the waiting area, hand in hand.


  Jesse asks her how many stitches she needed. Brian tells her she was just as brave as a firefighter. Kate glances at Anna’s fresh bandage. “I like it better when I get to sit out here,” she says.


  • • •


  It starts when Kate screams in the bathroom. I race upstairs and jimmy the lock to find my nine-year-old standing in front of a toilet spattered with blood. Blood runs down her legs, too, and has soaked through her underpants. This is the calling card for APL—hemorrhage in all sorts of masks and disguises. Kate’s had rectal bleeding before, but she was a toddler; she would not remember. “It’s all right,” I say calmly.


  I get a warm washcloth to clean her up, and find a sanitary napkin for her underwear. I watch her try to position the bulk of the pad between her legs. This is the moment I would have had with her when she got her period; will she live long enough for that?


  “Mom,” Kate says. “It’s back.”


  •••


  “Clinical relapse.” Dr. Chance takes off his glasses and presses his thumbs to the corners of his eyes. “I think a bone marrow transplant’s the way to go.”


  My mind jumps to a memory of an inflatable Bozo punching bag I had when I was Anna’s age; filled with sand at the bottom, I’d whack it only to have it pop back up.


  “But a few months ago,” Brian says, “you told us they were dangerous.”


  “They are. Fifty percent of patients who receive BMTs are cured. The other half don’t survive the chemo and the radiation leading up to the transplant. Some are killed by the complications they develop after the transplant’s done.”


  Brian looks at me, and then speaks the fear that ripples between us. “Then why would we even put Kate at risk?”


  “Because if you don’t,” Dr. Chance explains, “she will die.”


  •••


  The first time I call the insurance company, they hang up on me by mistake. The second time, I wait through Muzak for twenty-two minutes before reaching a customer service representative. “Can I have your policy number?”


  I give her the one all municipal employees get, and Brian’s Social Security number. “How can I help you?”


  “I spoke to someone there a week ago,” I explain. “My daughter has leukemia, and needs a bone marrow transplant. The hospital explained that our insurance company needs to sign off on coverage.”


  A bone marrow transplant costs from $100,000 upward. Needless to say, we don’t have that kind of cash lying around. But just because a doctor has recommended the transplant doesn’t mean that our insurance company will agree.


  “That sort of procedure needs a special review—”


  “Yes, I know. That’s where we were a week ago. I’m calling because I haven’t heard back from you yet.”


  She puts me on hold, so that she can look up my file. I hear a subtle click, and then the tinny voice of a recorded operator. If you’d like to make a call...


  “Shit!” I slam down the phone.


  Anna, vigilant, pokes her head around the doorway. “You said a bad word.”


  “I know.” I pick up the receiver and hit the redial button. I wind my way through the touch-tone menu. Finally, I reach a living person. “I was just disconnected. Again.”


  It takes this rep five more minutes to take down all the same numbers and names and history I have already given her predecessors. “We actually have reviewed your daughter’s case,” the woman says. “Unfortunately, at this time, we don’t think that procedure is in her best interests.”


  I feel heat rush to my face. “Is dying?”


  •••


  In preparation for the bone marrow harvest, I have to give Anna ongoing growth factor shots, just like I once gave Kate after her initial cord blood transplant. The intent is to hyper-pack Anna’s marrow, so that when it is time to withdraw the cells, there will be plenty for Kate.


  Anna has been told this, too, but all she knows is that twice a day, her mother has to give her a shot.


  We use EMLA cream, a topical anesthetic. The cream is supposed to keep her from feeling the prick of the needle, but she still yells. I wonder if it hurts as much as having your six-year-old stare you in the eye and say she hates you.


  •••


  “Mrs. Fitzgerald,” the insurance company’s customer service supervisor says, “we appreciate where you’re coming from. Truly.”


  “Somehow, I find that very hard to believe,” I say. “Somehow I doubt that you have a daughter in a life-or-death situation, and that your advisory board isn’t looking solely at the bottom line cost of a transplant.” I have told myself that I will not lose my temper, and already thirty seconds into this phone call with the insurance company, I have ceded the battle.


  “AmeriLife will pay ninety percent of what’s considered reasonable and customary for a donor lymphocyte infusion. However, should you still choose to do a bone marrow transplant, we are willing to cover ten percent of the costs.”


  I take a deep breath. “The doctors on your board who recommended this—what’s their specialty?”


  “I don’t—”


  “It’s not acute promyelocytic leukemia, though, is it? Because even an oncologist who graduated last in his class from some hack medical school in Guam could probably tell you that a DLI isn’t going to work as a cure. That three months from now, we’ll be having this same discussion again. Plus, if you’d asked a doctor who had any familiarity with my daughter’s particular disease burden, he’d tell you that repeating a treatment that’s already been tried is highly unlikely to produce results in an APL patient, because they develop a resistance. Which means that AmeriLife is basically agreeing to throw money down a toilet, but not to spend it on the one thing that might actually have a chance of saving my child’s life.”


  There is a pregnant bubble of silence on the other end of the phone. “Mrs. Fitzgerald,” the supervisor suggests, “it is my understanding that if you follow this protocol, the insurance company would have no problems then paying for the transplant.”


  “Except that my daughter might not be alive by then to get it. We aren’t talking about a car, where we can try a used part first and if it doesn’t work, get a new one shipped in. We’re talking about a human being. A human being. Do you automatons there even know what the hell that is?”


  This time, I’m expecting the click when I am disconnected.


  •••


  Zanne shows up the night before we are due to go to the hospital to begin Kate’s preparatory transplant regimen. She lets Jesse help her set up her portable office, takes a phone call from Australia, and then comes into the kitchen so that Brian and I can catch her up on daily routines. “Anna’s got gymnastics on Tuesday,” I tell her. “Three o’clock. And I expect the oil truck to come sometime this week.”


  “The trash goes out on Wednesday,” Brian adds.


  “Don’t walk Jesse into school. Apparently, that’s anathema for sixth-graders.”


  She nods and listens and even takes notes, and then says she has a couple of questions. “The fish...”


  “Gets fed twice a day. Jesse can do it, if you remind him.”


  “Is there an official bedtime?” Zanne asks.


  “Yeah,” I reply. “Do you want me to give you the real one, or the one you can use if you’re going to tack on an extra hour as a special treat?”


  “Anna’s eight o’clock,” Brian says. “Jesse’s ten. Anything else?”


  “Yes.” Zanne reaches into her pocket and takes out a check made out to us, for $100,000.


  “Suzanne,” I say, stunned. “We can’t take that.”


  “I know how much it costs. You can’t cover it. I can. Let me.”


  Brian picks up the check and hands it back to her. “Thank you,” he says. “But actually, we’ve got the transplant covered.”


  This is news to me. “We do?”


  “The guys at the station sent out a call to arms, nationwide, and got a bunch of donations from other firefighters.” Brian looks at me. “I just found out today.”


  “Really?” Inside me a weight lifts.


  He shrugs. “They’re my brothers,” he explains.


  I turn to Zanne and hug her. “Thank you. For even offering.”


  “It’s here if you need it,” she answers.


  But we don’t. We are able to do this, at least.


  •••


  “Kate!” I call the next morning. “It’s time to go!”


  Anna is curled on Zanne’s lap on the couch. She pulls her thumb out of her mouth but she doesn’t say good-bye.


  “Kate!” I yell again. “We’re leaving!”


  Jesse smirks over his Nintendo controls. “Like you’d really take off without her.”


  “She doesn’t know that. Kate!” Sighing, I swing up the stairs toward her bedroom.


  The door is closed. With a soft knock, I push it open, and find Kate in the final throes of making her bed. The quilt is pulled tight enough to bounce a dime off its middle; the pillows have been fluffed and centered. Her stuffed animals, relics at this point, sit on the window seat in gradated succession, tallest to smallest. Even her shoes have been neatly arranged in her closet, and the mess on her desk has vanished.


  “Okay.” I haven’t even asked her to clean up. “Clearly, I’m in the wrong bedroom.”


  She turns. “It’s in case I don’t come back,” she says.


  •••


  When I first became a parent I used to lie in bed at night and imagine the most horrible succession of maladies: the bite of a jellyfish, the taste of a poisonous berry, the smile of a dangerous stranger, the dive into a shallow pool. There are so many ways a child can be harmed that it seems nearly impossible one person alone could succeed at keeping him safe. As my children got older, the hazards only changed: inhaling glue, playing with matches, small pink pills sold behind the bleachers of the middle school. You can stay up all night and still not count all the ways to lose the people you love.


  It seems to me, now that this is more than just a hypothetical, that a parent falls one of two ways when told a child has a fatal disease. Either you dissolve into a puddle, or you take the blow on the cheek and force yourself to lift your face again for more. In this, we probably look a lot like the patients.


  Kate is semi-conscious on her bed, her central line tubes blooming like a fountain from her chest. The chemo has made her throw up thirty-two times, and has given her mouth sores and such bad mucositis that she sounds like a cystic fibrosis patient.


  She turns to me and tries to speak, but coughs up phlegm instead. “Drown,” she chokes out.


  Raising the suction tube she’s clutching in her hands, I clear out her mouth and throat. “I’ll do it while you rest,” I promise, and that is how I come to breathe for her.


  •••


  An oncology ward is a battlefield, and there are definite hierarchies of command. The patients, they’re the ones doing the tour of duty. The doctors breeze in and out like conquering heroes, but they need to read your child’s chart to remember where they’ve left off from the previous visit. It is the nurses who are the seasoned sergeants—the ones who are there when your baby is shaking with such a high fever she needs to be bathed in ice, the ones who can teach you how to flush a central venous catheter, or suggest which patient floor kitchens might still have Popsicles left to be stolen, or tell you which dry cleaners know how to remove the stains of blood and chemotherapies from clothing. The nurses know the name of your daughter’s stuffed walrus and show her how to make tissue paper flowers to twine around her IV stand. The doctors may be mapping out the war games, but it is the nurses who make the conflict bearable.


  You get to know them as they know you, because they take the place of friends you once had in a previous life, the one before diagnosis. Donna’s daughter, for example, is studying to be a vet. Ludmilla, on the graveyard shift, wears laminated pictures of Sanibel Island clipped like charms to her stethoscope, because it’s where she wants to retire. Willie, the male nurse, has a weakness for chocolate and a wife expecting triplets.


  One night during Kate’s induction, when I have been awake for so long that my body has forgotten how to segue into sleep, I turn on the TV while she sleeps. I mute it, so that the volume won’t disturb her. Robin Leach is walking through the palatial home of someone Rich and Famous. There are gold-plated bidets and hand-carved teak beds, a pool in the shape of a butterfly. There are ten-car garages and red clay tennis courts and eleven roaming peacocks. It’s a world I can’t even wrap my head around—a life I would never imagine for myself.


  Sort of like this one used to be.


  I can’t even really remember what it was like to hear a story about a mother with breast cancer or a baby born with congenital heart problems or any other medical burden, and to feel myself crack down the middle: half sympathetic, half grateful that my own family was safe. We have become that story, for everyone else.


  I don’t realize I’m crying until Donna kneels down in front of me and takes the TV remote out of my hand. “Sara,” the nurse says, “can I get you something?”


  I shake my head, embarrasseed to have broken down, even more ashamed to be caught. “I’m fine,” I insist.


  “Yeah, and I’m Hillary Clinton,” she says. She reaches for my hand and tugs me upright, drags me toward the door.


  “Kate—”


  “—will not even miss you,” Donna finishes.


  In the small kitchenette where there is coffee brewing twenty-four hours a day, she fixes a cup for each of us. “I’m sorry,” I say.


  “For what? Not being made of granite?”


  I shake my head. “It just doesn’t end.” Donna nods, and because she completely understands, I find myself talking. And talking. And when I have spilled all my secrets, I take a deep breath and realize that I have been talking for an hour straight. “Oh my God,” I say. “I can’t believe I’ve wasted so much of your time.”


  “It wasn’t a waste,” Donna replies. “And besides, my shift ended a half hour ago.”


  My cheeks flame. “You ought to go. I’m sure you have somewhere else you’d much rather be.”


  But instead of leaving, Donna folds me into her ample arms. “Honey,” she says, “don’t we all?”


  •••


  The door to the ambulatory operating suite yawns open into a small room packed with gleaming silver instruments—a mouth gilded with braces. The doctors and nurses she has met are masked and gowned, only recognizable by their eyes. Anna tugs at me until I kneel down beside her. “What if I changed my mind?” she says.


  I put my hands on her shoulders. “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to, but I know that Kate is counting on you. And Daddy and me.”


  She nods once, then slips her hand into mine. “Don’t let go,” she tells me.


  A nurse shepherds her in the right direction, onto the table. “Wait’ll you see what we’ve got for you, Anna.” She draws a heated blanket over her.


  The anesthesiologist wipes a red-tinged gauze pad around an oxygen mask. “Have you ever gone to sleep in a strawberry field?”


  They work their way down Anna’s body, applying gelled pads that will be hooked to monitors to track her heart and her breathing. They administer to her while she’s lying on her back, although I know they will flip her over to draw marrow from her hipbones.


  The anesthesiologist shows Anna the accordion mechanism on his equipment. “Can you blow up that balloon?” he asks, and places the mask over Anna’s face.


  All this time, she doesn’t let go of my hand. Finally, her grip slackens. She fights at the last minute, her body already asleep but straining forward at the shoulders. One nurse holds Anna down; the other restrains me. “It’s just the way the medicine affects the body,” she explains. “You can give her a kiss now.”


  So I do, through my mask. I whisper a thank-you, too. I walk out of the swinging door and peel off my paper hat and booties. I watch through the postage-stamp window as Anna is rolled to her side and an impossibly long needle is lifted from a sterile tray.


  Then I go upstairs to wait with Kate.


  •••


  Brian sticks his head into Kate’s room. “Sara,” he says, exhausted, “Anna’s asking for you.”


  But I cannot be in two places at one time. I hold the pink emesis basin up to Kate’s mouth as she vomits again. Beside me, Donna helps lower Kate back onto her pillow. “I’m a little busy right now,” I say.


  “Anna’s asking for you,” Brian repeats, that’s all.


  Donna looks from him to me. “We’ll be fine till you get back,” she promises, and after a moment, I nod.


  Anna is on the pediatric floor, one that doesn’t have the hermetically sealed rooms necessary for protective isolation. I hear her crying before I even enter the room. “Mommy,” she sobs. “It hurts.”


  I sit down on the side of the bed and fold her into my arms. “I know, sweetie.”


  “Can you stay here?”


  I shake my head. “Kate’s sick. I’m going to have to go back.”


  Anna pulls away. “But I’m in the hospital,” she says. “I’m in the hospital!”


  Over her head, I glance at Brian. “What are they giving her for pain?”


  “Very little. The nurse said they don’t like to overmedicate kids.”


  “That’s ridiculous.” When I stand, Anna whimpers and grabs for me. “Be right back, honey.”


  I accost the first nurse I can find. Unlike the staff in oncology, these RNs are unfamiliar. “She was given Tylenol an hour ago,” the woman explains. “I know she’s a little uncomfortable—”


  “Roxicet. Tylenol with codeine. Naproxen. And if it’s not on the doctor’s orders call and ask whether it can be put on there.”


  The nurse bristles. “With all due respect, Mrs. Fitzgerald, I do this every day, and—”


  “So do I.”


  When I go back to Anna’s room, I am carrying a pediatric dose of Roxicet, which will either relieve her aches or knock her out so that she no longer feels them. I walk in to find Brian’s big hands fumbling a Lilliputian clasp on the back of a necklace, as he hangs a locket around Anna’s neck. “I thought you deserved your own gift, since you were giving one to your sister,” he says.


  Of course Anna should be honored for donating her bone marrow. Of course she deserves recognition. But the thought of rewarding someone for their suffering, frankly, never entered my mind. We’ve all been doing it for so long.


  They both glance up when I come through the doorway. “Look at what Daddy got me!” Anna says.


  I hold out the plastic dosage cup, a poor second-best.


  •••


  Shortly after ten o’clock, Brian brings Anna to Kate’s room. She moves slowly, like an old woman, leaning on Brian for support. The nurses help her into a mask and gown and gloves and booties so that she can be allowed in—a compassionate breach of protocol, as children are not usually allowed to visit protective isolation.


  Dr. Chance stands beside the IV pole, holding up the bag of marrow. I turn Anna so that she can see it. “That,” I tell her, “is what you gave us.”


  Anna makes a face. “It’s gross. You can have it.”


  “Sounds like a plan,” Dr. Chance says, and the rich ruby marrow begins to feed into Kate’s central line.


  I place Anna on the bed. There is room for both of them, shoulder to shoulder. “Did it hurt?” Kate asks.


  “Kind of.” Anna points to the blood running through the plastic tubes into the slit in Kate’s chest. “Does that?”


  “Not really.” She sits up a little. “Hey, Anna?”


  “Yeah?”


  “I’m glad it came from you.” Kate reaches for Anna’s hand and places it just below the central line’s catheter, a spot that falls precariously near her heart.


  •••


  Twenty-one days after the bone marrow transplant, Kate’s white cell counts begin to rise, proof of engraftment. To celebrate, Brian insists that he is taking me out to dinner. He arranges for a private-duty nurse for Kate, makes reservations at XO Café, and even brings me a black dress from my closet. He forgets pumps, so I wind up wearing my scruffy hiking clogs with it.


  The restaurant is nearly full. Almost immediately after we are seated, the sommelier comes to ask if we want wine. Brian orders a Cabernet Sauvignon.


  “Do you even know whether that’s red or white?” I do not think, in all these years, I have seen Brian drink anything but beer.


  “I know it’s got alcohol in it, and I know we’re celebrating.” He lifts his glass after the sommelier pours it. “To our family,” he toasts.


  We click glasses and take sips. “What are you getting?” I ask.


  “What do you want me to get?”


  “The filet. That way I can taste it if I get the sole.” I fold my menu. “Did you hear the results of the last CBC?”


  Brian looks down at the table. “I was sort of hoping that we could come here to get away from all that. You know. Just talk.”


  “I’d like to talk,” I admit. But when I look at Brian, the information that leaps to my lips is about Kate, not us. I have no call to ask him about his day—he has taken three weeks off from the station. We are connected by and through sickness.


  We fall back into silence. I look around XO Café and notice that chatter happens mostly at tables where the diners are young and hip. The older couples, the ones sporting wedding bands that wink with their silverware, eat without the pepper of conversation. Is it because they are so comfortable, they already know what the other is thinking? Or is it because after a certain point, there is simply nothing left to say?


  When the waiter arrives to take our order, we both turn eagerly, grateful for someone who keeps us from having to recognize the strangers we have become.


  •••


  We leave the hospital with a child who is different from the one we brought in. Kate moves cautiously, checking the drawers of the nightstand for anything she might have left behind. She has lost so much weight that the jeans I brought do not fit; we have to use two bandannas knotted together as a makeshift belt.


  Brian has gone down ahead of us to bring the car around. I zip the last Tiger Beat and CD into Kate’s duffel bag. She pulls a fleece cap on over her smooth, bare scalp and winds a scarf tight around her neck. She puts on a mask and gloves; now that we are venturing out of the hospital, she is the one who will need protection.


  We walk out the door to the applause of the nurses we have come to know so well. “Whatever you do, don’t come back and see us, all right?” Willie jokes.


  One by one, they walk up to say their good-byes. When they have all dispersed, I smile at Kate. “Ready?”


  Kate nods, but she doesn’t step forward. She stands rigid, fully aware that once she sets foot outside this doorway, everything changes. “Mom?”


  I fold her hand into mine. “We’ll do it together,” I promise, and side by side, we take the first step.


  •••


  The mail is full of hospital bills. We have learned that the insurance company will not talk to the hospital billing department, and vice versa, but neither one thinks that the charges are accurate—which leads them to charge us for procedures we shouldn’t have to cover, in the hopes that we are stupid enough to pay them. Managing the monetary aspect of Kate’s care is a full-time job that neither Brian nor I can do.


  I leaf through a grocery store flyer, an AAA magazine, and a long-distance rate announcement before I open the letter from the mutual fund. It’s not something I really pay attention to; Brian usually manages finances that require more than basic checkbook balancing. Besides, the three funds we have are all earmarked for the kids’ education. We are not the sort of family that has enough spare change to play the stock market.


  Dear Mr. Fitzgerald:


  This is to confirm your recent redemption from fund #323456, Brian D. Fitzgerald Custodian for Katherine S. Fitzgerald, in the amount of $8,369.56. This disbursement effectively closes the account.


  As banking errors go, this is a pretty major one. We’ve been off by pennies in our checking account, but at least I’ve never lost eight thousand dollars. I walk out of the kitchen and into the yard, where Brian is rolling an extra garden hose. “Well, either someone at the mutual fund screwed up,” I say, handing the letter to him, “or the second wife you’re supporting is no longer a secret.”


  It takes him one moment too long to read it, the same moment that I realize that this is not a mistake after all. Brian wipes his forehead with the back of one wrist. “I took that money out,” he says.


  “Without telling me?” I cannot imagine Brian doing such a thing. There have been times, in the past, where we dipped into the children’s accounts, but only because we were having a month too tight to swing the cost of groceries and the mortgage, or because we needed the down payment for a new car when our old one had finally been put to rest. We’d lie awake in bed feeling guilt press down like an extra quilt, promising each other that we would put that money right back where it belonged as soon as humanly possible.


  “The guys at the station, they tried to raise some money, like I told you. They got ten thousand dollars. With this added to it, the hospital’s willing to work out some kind of payment plan for us.”


  “But you said—”


  “I know what I said, Sara.”


  I shake my head, stunned. “You lied to me?”


  “I didn’t—”


  “Zanne offered—”


  “I won’t let your sister take care of Kate,” Brian says. “I’m supposed to take care of Kate.” The hose falls to the ground, dribbles and spits at our feet. “Sara, she’s not going to live long enough to use that money for college.”


  The sun is bright; the sprinkler twitches on the grass, spraying rainbows. It is far too beautiful a day for words like these. I turn and run into the house. I lock myself in the bathroom.


  A moment later, Brian bangs on the door. “Sara? Sara, I’m sorry.”


  I pretend I can’t hear him. I pretend I haven’t heard anything he’s said.


  •••


  At home, we all wear masks so that Kate doesn’t have to. I find myself checking her fingernails while she brushes her teeth or pours cereal, to see if the dark ridges made by the chemo have disappeared—a sure sign of the bone marrow transplant’s success. Twice a day I give Kate growth factor shots in the thigh, a necessity until her neutrophil count tops one thousand. At that point, the marrow will be reseeding itself.


  She can’t go back to school yet, so we get her lessons sent home. Once or twice she has come with me to pick Anna up from kindergarten, but refuses to get out of the car. She will troop to the hospital for her routine CBC, but if I suggest a side trip to the video store or Dunkin’ Donuts afterward, she begs off.


  One Saturday morning, the door to the girls’ bedroom is ajar; I knock gently. “Want to go to the mall?”


  Kate shrugs. “Not now.”


  I lean against the doorframe. “It’ll be good to get out of the house.”


  “I don’t want to.” Although I am sure she does not even realize she is doing it, she skims her palm over her head before tucking her hand into her back pocket.


  “Kate,” I begin.


  “Don’t say it. Don’t tell me that nobody’s going to stare at me, because they will. Don’t tell me it doesn’t matter, because it does. And don’t tell me I look fine because that’s a lie.” Her eyes, lash-bare, fill with tears. “I’m a freak, Mom. Look at me.”


  I do, and I see the spots where her brows have gone missing, and the slope of her endless brow, and the small divots and bumps that are usually hidden under a cover of hair. “Well,” I say evenly. “We can fix this.”


  Without another word, I walk out of her room, knowing Kate will follow. I pass Anna, who abandons her coloring book to trail behind her sister. In the basement, I pull out a pair of ancient electric grooming clippers we found when we bought the house, and plug them in. Then I cut a swath right down the middle of my scalp.


  “Mom!” Kate gasps.


  “What?” A tumble of brown waves falls onto Anna’s shoulder; she picks them up delicately. “It’s only hair.”


  With another swipe of the razor, Kate starts to smile. She points out a spot that I’ve missed, where a small thatch stands like a forest. I sit down on an overturned milk crate and let her shave the other side of my head herself. Anna crawls onto my lap. “Me next,” she begs.


  An hour later, we walk through the mall holding hands, a trio of bald girls. We stay for hours. Everywhere we go, heads turn and voices whisper. We are beautiful, times three.


  THE WEEKEND


  There is no fire without some smoke.


  —John Heywood, Proverbes


  JESSE
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  DON’T DENY IT—you’ve driven by a bulldozer or front-end loader on the side of a highway, after hours, and wondered why the road crews leave the equipment out there where anyone, meaning me, could steal it. My first truckjacking was years ago; I put a cement mixer out of gear on a slope and watched it roll into a construction company’s base trailer. Right now there’s a dump truck a mile away from my house; I’ve seen it sleeping like a baby elephant next to a pile of Jersey barriers on I-195. Not my first choice of wheels, but beggars can’t be choosers; in the wake of my little run-in with the law, my father’s taken my car into custody, and is keeping it at the fire station.


  Driving a dump truck turns out to be a hell of a lot different than driving my car. First, you fill up the whole freaking road. Second, it handles like a tank, or at least like what I suppose a tank would handle like if you didn’t have to join an army full of uptight, power-crazy assholes to drive one. Third—and least palatable—people see you coming. When I roll up to the underpass where Duracell Dan makes his cardboard home, he cowers behind his line of thirty-three-gallon drums. “Hey,” I say, swinging out of the cab of the truck. “It’s just me.”


  It still takes Dan a minute to peek between his hands, make sure I’m telling him the truth. “Like my rig?” I ask.


  He gets up gingerly and touches the streaked side of the truck. Then he laughs. “Your Jeep been taking steroids, boy.”


  I load up the rear of the cab with the materials I need. How cool would it be if I just backed the truck up to a window, dumped in several bottles of my Arsonist’s Special, and drove away with the place bursting into flames? Dan stands by the driver’s-side door. Wash Me, he writes across the grit.


  “Hey,” I say, and for no reason except the fact that I’ve never done it before, I ask him if he wants to come.


  “For real?”


  “Yeah. But there’s a rule. Whatever you see and whatever we do, you can’t tell anyone about it.”


  He pretends to lock up his lips and toss the key. Five minutes later, we’re on our way to an old shed that used to be a boathouse for one of the colleges. Dan fiddles with the controls, raising and lowering the truck bed while we’re tooling along. I tell myself that I’ve invited him along to add to the thrill—one more person who knows only makes it more exciting. But it’s really because there are some nights when you just want to know there’s someone else besides you in this wide world.


  •••


  When I was eleven years old I got a skateboard. I never asked for one; it was a guilt gift. Over the years I got quite a few of these big ticket items, usually in conjunction with one of Kate’s episodes. My parents would shower her with all kinds of cool shit whenever she had to have something done to her; and since Anna was usually involved, she got some amazing presents, too, and then a week later my parents would feel bad about the inequality and would buy me some toy to make sure I didn’t feel left out.


  Anyway, I cannot even begin to tell you how amazing that skateboard was. It had a skull on the bottom that glowed in the dark, and from the teeth dripped green blood. The wheels were neon yellow and the gritty surface, when you stepped on it in your sneakers, made the sound of a rock star clearing his throat. I skimmed it up and down the driveway, around the sidewalks, learning how to pop wheelies and kickflips and ollies. There was only one rule: I wasn’t supposed to take it into the street, because cars could come around at any minute; kids could get hit in an instant.


  Well, I don’t need to tell you that eleven-year-old budding derelicts and house rules are like oil and water. By the end of my first week with this board I thought I’d rather slide down a razor blade into alcohol than tool up and down the sidewalk yet one more time with all the toddlers on their Big Wheels.


  I begged my father to take me to the Kmart parking lot, or the school basketball court, or anywhere, really, where I could play around a little. He promised me that on Friday, after Kate had a routine bone marrow aspiration, we could all go out to the school. I could bring my skateboard, Anna could bring her bike, and if Kate felt up to it, she could Rollerblade.


  God, was I looking forward to that. I greased the wheels and polished up the bottom of the skateboard and practiced a double helix on the driveway ramp I’d made of old scrap plywood and a fat log. The minute I saw the car—my mom and Kate returning from the hematologist—I ran out to the porch so we wouldn’t waste any time.


  My mother, it turned out, was in a huge hurry, too. Because the door to the van slid open and there was Kate, covered with blood. “Get your father,” my mother ordered, holding a wad of tissues up to Kate’s face.


  It wasn’t like she hadn’t had nosebleeds before. And my mom was always telling me, when it freaked me out, that the bleeding looked way worse than it actually was. But I got my father, and the two of them hustled Kate into the bathroom and tried to keep her from crying, because it only made everything harder.


  “Dad,” I said. “When are we going?”


  But he was busy wadding up toilet paper, bunching it up under Kate’s nose.


  “Dad?” I repeated.


  My father looked right at me, but he didn’t answer. And his eyes were dazed and staring through me, like I was made out of smoke.


  That was the first time I thought that maybe I was.


  • • •


  The thing about flame is that it’s insidious—it sneaks, it licks, it looks over its shoulder and laughs. And fuck, it’s beautiful. Like a sunset eating everything in its path. For the first time, I have someone to admire my handiwork. Beside me, Dan makes a small sound at the back of his throat—respect, no doubt. But when I look at him, proud, I see that he’s got his head ducked into the greasy collar of his army-surplus coat. He’s got tears running down his face.


  “Dan, man, what’s going on?” Granted, the guy is nuts, but still. I put my hand on his shoulder and you’d think, from his reaction, that a scorpion just landed there. “You scared of the fire, Danny? You don’t have to be. We’re far enough away. We’re safe.” I give him what I hope is an encouraging smile. What if he freaks out and starts screaming, calls down some wandering cop?


  “That shed,” Dan says.


  “Yeah. No one’s gonna miss it.”


  “That’s where the rat lives.”


  “Not anymore,” I answer.


  “But the rat...”


  “Animals make their own way out of a fire. I’m telling you. The rat will be totally cool. Chill.”


  “But what about the newspapers? He has one with President Kennedy’s assassination...”


  It occurs to me that the rat is most likely not a rodent, but another homeless guy. One using this shed as a shelter. “Dan, are you saying someone lives in there?”


  He looks at the crowning flames and his eyes fill. Then he repeats my own words. “Not anymore,” he says.


  •••


  Like I said, I was eleven, so even to this day I can’t tell you how I made my way from our house in Upper Darby to the middle of downtown Providence. I suppose it took me a few hours; I suppose I believed that with my new superhero’s cloak of invisibility, maybe I could just disappear and reappear somewhere else entirely.


  I tested myself. I walked through the business district, and sure enough, people passed right by me, their eyes on the cracks of the pavement or staring straight ahead like corporate zombies. I walked by a long wall of mirrored glass on the side of a building, where I could see myself. But no matter how many faces I made, no matter how long I stood there, none of the people funneling around me had anything to say.


  I wound up that day at the middle of an intersection, smack under the traffic light, with taxis honking and a car swerving off to the left and a pair of cops running to keep me from getting killed. At the police station, when my dad came to get me, he asked what the hell I’d been thinking.


  I hadn’t been thinking, actually. I was just trying to get to a place where I’d be noticed.


  •••


  First I take off my shirt and dunk it into a puddle on the side of the road; then wrap it around my head and face. The smoke is already billowing, angry black clouds. In the hollow of my ear is the sound of sirens. But I have made a promise to Dan.


  What hits me first is the heat, a wall that’s way more solid than it looks. The frame of the shed stands out, an orange X ray. Inside, I can’t see a foot in front of me.


  “Rat,” I yell out, already regretting the smoke that leaves me raw-throated and hoarse. “Rat!”


  No answer. But the shed isn’t all that big. I get down on my hands and knees and begin to feel my way around.


  I only have one really bad moment, when I put my hand down by accident on something that was made of metal before it became a searing brand. My skin sticks to it, blisters immediately. By the time I fall over a booted foot I’m sobbing, sure I will never get out. I feel my way up Rat, haul his limp body over my shoulder, stagger back the way I came.


  Through some little joke of God, we make it outside. By now, the engines are pulling up, charging their lines. Maybe my father is even here. I stay under the screen of smoke; I dump Rat on the ground. With my heart racing, I run in the other direction; leaving the rest of this rescue to people who actually want to be heroes.


  ANNA
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  DID YOU EVER WONDER how we all got here? On Earth, I mean. Forget the song and dance about Adam and Eve, which I know is a load of crap. My father likes the myth of the Pawnee Indians, who say that the star deities populated the world: Evening Star and Morning Star hooked up and gave birth to the first female. The first boy came from the Sun and the Moon. Humans rode in on the back of a tornado.


  Mr. Hume, my science teacher, taught us about this primordial soup full of natural gases and muddy slop and carbon matter that somehow solidified into one-celled organisms called choanoflagellates... which sound a lot more like a sexually transmitted disease than the start of the evolutionary chain, in my opinion. But even once you get there, it’s a huge leap from an amoeba to a monkey to a whole thinking person.


  The really amazing thing about all this is no matter what you believe, it took some doing to get from a point where there was nothing, to a point where all the right neurons fire and pop so that we can make decisions.


  More amazing is how even though that’s become second nature, we all still manage to screw it up.


  •••


  On Saturday morning, I am at the hospital with Kate and my mother, all of us doing our best to pretend that two days from now, my trial won’t begin. You’d think this is hard, but actually, it’s much easier than the alternative. My family is famous for lying to ourselves by omission: if we don’t talk about it, then—presto!—there’s no more lawsuit, no more kidney failure, no worries at all.


  I’m watching Happy Days on the TVLand channel. Those Cunning-hams, they’re not so different from us. All they ever seem to worry about is whether Richie’s band will be hired at Al’s place, or if Fonzie will win the kissing contest, when even I know that in the ’50s Joanie should have been having air raid drills at school and Marion was probably popping Valium and Howard would have been freaking out about commie attacks. Maybe if you spend your life pretending you’re on a movie set, you don’t ever have to admit that the walls are made out of paper and the food is plastic and the words in your mouth aren’t really yours.


  Kate is trying to do a crossword puzzle. “What’s a four-letter word for vessel?” she asks.


  Today is a good day. By this I mean she feels up to yelling at me for borrowing two of her CDs without asking (for God’s sake, she was practically comatose; it isn’t like she would have been able to give her permission); she feels up to trying this crossword.


  “Vat,” I suggest. “Urn.”


  “Four letters.”


  “Ship,” my mother offers. “Maybe they’re thinking of that kind.”


  “Blood,” Dr. Chance says, coming into the room.


  “That’s five letters,” Kate replies, in a tone that’s much more pleasant than the one she used with me, I might add.


  We all like Dr. Chance; by now, he might as well be the sixth member of our family.


  “Give me a number.” He means on the pain scale. “Five?”


  “Three.”


  Dr. Chance sits down on the edge of her bed. “It may be a five in an hour,” he cautions. “It may be a nine.”


  My mother’s face has gone the color of an eggplant. “But Kate’s feeling great right now!” she cheerleads.


  “I know. But the lucid moments, they’re going to get briefer and further apart,” Dr. Chance explains. “This isn’t the APL. This is renal failure.”


  “But after a transplant—” my mother says.


  All the air in the room, I swear, turns into a sponge. You’d be able to hear a hummingbird’s wings, that’s how quiet it gets. I want to slink out of the room like mist; I don’t want this to be my fault.


  Dr. Chance is the only one brave enough to look at me. “As I understand it, Sara, the availability of an organ is under debate.”


  “But—”


  “Mom,” Kate interrupts. She turns to Dr. Chance. “How long are we talking about?”


  “A week, maybe.”


  “Wow,” she says softly. “Wow.” She touches the edge of the newspaper, rubs her thumb over the point at its edge. “Will it hurt?”


  “No,” Dr. Chance promises. “I will make sure of that.”


  Kate lays the paper in her lap and touches his arm. “Thanks. For the truth, I mean.”


  When Dr. Chance looks up, his eyes are red-rimmed. “Don’t thank me.” He gets up so heavily that I think he must be made of stone, and leaves the room without speaking another word.


  My mother, she folds into herself, that’s the only way to explain it. Like paper, when you put it deep into the fireplace, and instead of burning, it simply seems to vanish.


  Kate looks at me, and then down at all the tubes that anchor her to the bed. So I get up and walk toward my mother. I put a hand on her shoulder. “Mom,” I say. “Stop.”


  She lifts her head and looks at me with haunted eyes. “No, Anna. You stop.”


  It takes me a little while, but I break away. “Anna,” I murmur.


  My mother turns. “What?”


  “A four-letter word for vessel,” I say, and I walk out of Kate’s room.


  •••


  Later that afternoon, I’m turning in circles on the swivel chair in my dad’s office at the fire station, with Julia sitting across from me. On the desk are a half-dozen pictures of my family. There’s one with Kate as a baby, wearing a knit hat that looks like a strawberry. Another with Jesse and me, grinning just as wide as the bluefish balanced between our hands. I used to wonder about the fake pictures that came in frames you buy at the store—ladies with smooth brown hair and show-me smiles, grapefruit-headed babies on their sibling’s knees—people who in real life probably were strangers brought together by a talent scout to be a phony family.


  Maybe it’s not so different from real photos, after all.


  I pick up one picture that shows my mother and father looking tanned and younger than I can ever remember them being. “Do you have a boyfriend?” I ask Julia.


  “No!” she says, way too fast. When I glance up, she just sort of shrugs. “Do you?”


  “There’s this one guy, Kyle McFee, that I thought I liked but now I’m not sure.” I pick up a pen and start to unscrew the whole thing, pull out the skinny little tube of blue ink. It would be so cool to have one of these built inside you, like a squid; you could point your finger and leave your mark on anything you wanted.


  “What happened?”


  “I went to a movie with him, like on a date, and when it was over and we stood up he was—” I turn bright red. “Well, you know.” I wave in the general vicinity of my lap.


  “Ah,” Julia says.


  “He asked me whether I’d ever taken wood shop at school—I mean, God, wood shop?—and I go to tell him no and bam, I’m staring right there.” I put the decapitated pen down on my dad’s blotter. “When I see him now around town it’s all I can think about.” I stare up at her, a thought coming at me. “Am I a pervert?”


  “No, you’re thirteen. And for the record, so is Kyle. He couldn’t help it happening any more than you can help thinking about it when you see him. My brother Anthony used to say there were only two times a guy could get excited: during the day, and during the night.”


  “Your brother used to talk to you about stuff like that?”


  She laughs. “I guess so. Why, wouldn’t Jesse?”


  I snort. “If I asked Jesse a question about sex, he’d laugh so hard he’d bust a rib, and then he’d give me a stash of Playboys and tell me to do research.”


  “How about your parents?”


  I shake my head. My dad is out of the question—because he’s my dad. My mom’s too distracted. And Kate is in the same clueless boat I’m in. “Did you and your sister ever fight over the same guy?”


  “Actually, we don’t go for the same type.”


  “What’s your type?”


  She thinks about it. “I don’t know. Tall. Dark-haired. Breathing.”


  “Do you think Campbell’s cute?”


  Julia nearly falls out of her chair. “What?”


  “Well, I mean, for an older guy.”


  “I could see where some women... might find him attractive,” she says.


  “He looks like a character on one of the soaps that Kate likes.” I run my thumbnail into the groove of wood on the desk. “It’s weird. That I get to grow up and kiss someone and get married.”


  And Kate doesn’t.


  Julia leans forward. “What’s going to happen if your sister dies, Anna?”


  One of the pictures on the desk is of me and Kate. We are little—maybe five and two. It is before her first relapse, but after her hair grew back. We’re standing on the edge of a beach, wearing matching bathing suits, playing patty-cake. You could fold this picture in half and think it was a mirror image—Kate small for her age and me tall; Kate’s hair a different color but with the same natural part and flip at the bottom; Kate’s hands pressed up against mine. Until now, I don’t think I’ve really realized how much alike we are.


  •••


  The phone rings just before ten o’clock that night, and to my surprise it’s my name that’s paged throughout the firehouse. I pick up the extension in the kitchen area, which has been cleaned and mopped for the night. “Hello?”


  “Anna,” my mother says.


  Immediately, I assume she’s calling about Kate. There isn’t much else for her to say to me, given the way we left things earlier at the hospital. “Is everything okay?”


  “Kate’s asleep.”


  “That’s good,” I reply, and then wonder if it really is.


  “I called for two reasons. The first is to say that I’m sorry about this morning.”


  I feel very small. “Me too,” I admit. In that minute, I remember how she used to tuck me in at night. She’d go to Kate’s bed first, and lean down, and announce that she was kissing Anna. And then she’d come to my bed and say she’d come to hug Kate. Every time, it cracked us up. She’d turn off the light, and for long moments after she left, the room still smelled of the lotion she used on her skin to keep it as soft as the inside of a flannel pillowcase.


  “The second reason I called,” my mother says, “was just to say good night.”


  “That’s all?”


  In her voice, I can hear a smile. “Isn’t that enough?”


  “Sure,” I tell her, although it isn’t.


  •••


  Because I can’t fall asleep, I slip out of my bed at the fire station, past my father, who’s snoring. I steal the Guinness Book of World Records from the men’s room and lie down on the roof of the station to read by moonlight. An eighteen-month-old baby named Alejandro fell 65 feet 7 inches from the window of his parents’ apartment in Murcia, Spain, and became the infant to survive the longest fall. Roy Sullivan, of Virginia, survived seven lightning strikes, only to commit suicide after being spurned by a lover. A cat was found in rubble eighty days after a Taiwanese earthquake that killed 2,000, and made a full recovery. I find myself reading and rereading the section called “Survivors and Lifesavers,” adding listings in my head. Longest surviving APL patient, it would read. Most ecstatic sister.


  My father finds me when I have put the book aside and started searching for Vega. “Can’t see much tonight, huh?” he asks, taking a seat beside me. It is a night wrapped in clouds; even the moon seems covered with cotton.


  “Nope,” I say. “Everything’s fuzzy.”


  “You try the telescope?”


  I watch him fiddle with the scope for a while, and then decide that it’s just not worth it tonight. I suddenly remember being about seven, riding beside him in the car, and asking him how grown-ups found their way to places. After all, I had never seen him pull out a map.


  “I guess we just get used to taking the same turns,” he said, but I wasn’t satisfied.


  “Then what about the first time you go somewhere?”


  “Well,” he said, “we get directions.”


  But what I want to know is who got them the very first time? What if no one’s ever been where you’re going? “Dad?” I ask, “is it true that you can use stars like a map?”


  “Yeah, if you understand celestial navigation.”


  “Is it hard?” I’m thinking maybe I should learn. A backup plan, for all those times I feel like I’m just wandering in circles.


  “It’s pretty jazzy math—you have to measure the altitude of a star, figure out its position using a nautical almanac, figure out what you think the altitude should be and what direction the star should be in based on where you think you are, and compare the altitude you measured with the one you calculated. Then you plot this on a chart, as a line of position. You get several lines of position to cross, and that’s where you go.” My father takes one look at my face and smiles. “Exactly,” he laughs. “Never leave home without your GPS.”


  But I bet I could figure it out; it isn’t really all that confusing. You head toward the place where all those different positions cross, and you hope for the best.


  •••


  If there was a religion of Annaism, and I had to tell you how humans made their way to Earth, it would go like this: in the beginning, there was nothing at all but the moon and the sun. And the moon wanted to come out during the day, but there was something so much brighter that seemed to fill up all those hours. The moon grew hungry, thinner and thinner, until she was just a slice of herself, and her tips were as sharp as a knife. By accident, because that is the way most things happen, she poked a hole in the night and out spilled a million stars, like a fountain of tears.


  Horrified, the moon tried to swallow them up. And sometimes this worked, because she got fatter and rounder. But mostly it didn’t, because there were just so many. The stars kept coming, until they made the sky so bright that the sun got jealous. He invited the stars to his side of the world, where it was always bright. What he didn’t tell them, though, was that in the daytime, they’d never be seen. So the stupid ones leaped from the sky to the ground, and they froze under the weight of their own foolishness.


  The moon did her best. She carved each of these blocks of sorrow into a man or a woman. She spent the rest of her time watching out so that her other stars wouldn’t fall. She spent the rest of her time holding on to whatever scraps she had left.


  BRIAN
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  JUST BEFORE SEVEN A.M. on Sunday, an octopus walks into the station. Well, it is actually a woman dressed like an octopus, but when you see something like that, distinctions hardly matter. She has tears running down her face and holds a Pekingese dog in her multiple arms. “You have to help me,” she says, and that’s when I remember: this is Mrs. Zegna, whose house was gutted by a kitchen fire a few days ago.


  She plucks at her tentacles. “This is the only clothing I have left. A Halloween costume. Ursula. It’s been rotting in a U-Store-It locker in Taunton with my Peter Paul and Mary album collection.”


  I gently sit her down in the chair across from my desk. “Mrs. Zegna, I know your house is uninhabitable—”


  “Uninhabitable? It’s wrecked!”


  “I can put you in touch with a shelter. And if you like, I can speak to your insurance company to expedite things.”


  She lifts one arm to wipe her eyes, and eight others, drawn by strings, rise in unison. “I don’t have home insurance. I don’t believe in living my life expecting the worst.”


  I stare at her for a moment. I try to remember what it is like to be taken aback by the very possibility of disaster.


  •••


  When I get to the hospital, Kate is lying on her back, holding tight to a stuffed bear she’s had since she was seven. She’s hooked up to one of those patient-managed morphine drips, and her thumb pushes down on the button every now and then, although she is fast asleep.


  One of the chairs in the room folds out into a cot with a mattress thin as a wafer; this is where Sara is curled. “Hey,” she says, pushing her hair out of her eyes. “Where’s Anna?”


  “Still sleeping like only a kid can. How was Kate’s night?”


  “Not bad. She was in a little pain between two and four.”


  I sit down on the edge of her cot. “It meant a lot to Anna, you calling last night.”


  When I look into Sara’s eyes, I see Jesse—they have the same coloring, the same features. I wonder if Sara looks at me and thinks of Kate. I wonder if that hurts.


  It is hard to believe that once, this woman and I sat in a car and drove the entire length of Route 66, and never ran out of things to say. Our conversations now are an economy of facts, full of blue chip details and insider information.


  “Do you remember that fortune-teller?” I ask. When she looks at me blankly, I keep talking. “We were out in the middle of Nevada, and the Chevy ran out of gas... and you wouldn’t let me leave you in the car while I looked for a service station?”


  Ten days from now, when you’re still walking in circles, they’re going to find me with vultures eating out my insides, Sara had said, and she’d fallen into step beside me. We hiked back four miles to the shanty we’d passed, a gas station. It was run by an old guy and his sister, who advertised herself as a psychic. Let’s do it, Sara begged, but a reading cost five bucks and I only had ten. Then we’ll get half the gas, and ask the psychic when we can expect to run out the next time, Sara said, and like always, she convinced me.


  Madame Agnes was the kind of blind that scares children, with cataract eyes that looked like an empty blue sky. She put her knobby hands on Sara’s face to read her bones, and said that she saw three babies and a long life, but that it wouldn’t be good enough. What’s that supposed to mean? Sara asked, incensed, and Madame Agnes explained that fortunes were like clay, and could be reshaped at any time. But you could only remake your own future, not anyone else’s, and for some people that just wasn’t good enough.


  She put her hands on my face and said only one thing: Save yourself.


  She told us we would run out of gas again just over the Colorado border, and we did.


  Now, in the hospital room, Sara looks at me blankly. “When did we go to Nevada?” she asks. Then she shakes her head. “We need to talk. If Anna is really going through with this hearing on Monday, then I need to review your testimony.”


  “Actually.” I look down at my hands. “I’m going to speak on Anna’s behalf.”


  “What?”


  With a quick glance over my shoulder to make sure Kate is still sleeping, I do my best to explain. “Sara, believe me, I’ve thought long and hard about this one. And if Anna’s through being a donor for Kate, we’ve got to respect that.”


  “If you testify for Anna, the judge is going to say that at least one of her parents is capable of supporting this petition, and he’s going to rule in her favor.”


  “I know that,” I say. “Why else would I do it?”


  We stare at each other, speechless, unwilling to admit what lies at the end of each of these roads.


  “Sara,” I ask finally, “what do you want from me?”


  “I want to look at you and remember what it used to be like,” she says thickly. “I want to go back, Brian. I want you to take me back.”


  But she is not the woman I used to know, the woman who traveled a countryside counting prairie dog holes, who read aloud the classifieds of lonely cowboys seeking women and told me, in the darkest crease of the night, that she would love me until the moon lost its footing in the sky.


  To be fair, I am not the same man. The one who listened. The one who believed her.


  SARA
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  2001


  BRIAN AND I ARE SITTING ON THE COUCH, sharing sections of the newspaper, when Anna walks into the living room. “If I mow the lawn, like, until I get married,” she asks, “can I have $614.96 right now?”


  “Why?” we say simultaneously.


  She rubs her sneaker into the carpet. “I need a little cash.”


  Brian folds the national news section. “I didn’t think Gap jeans had gotten quite that expensive.”


  “I knew you’d be like this,” she says, ready to huff away.


  “Hang on.” I sit up, rest my elbows on my knees. “What is it you want to buy?”


  “What difference does it make?”


  “Anna,” Brian responds, “we’re not forking over six hundred bucks without knowing what it’s for.”


  She weighs this for a minute. “It’s something on eBay.”


  My ten-year-old surfs eBay?


  “Okay,” she sighs. “It’s goaltender leg pads.”


  I look at Brian, but he doesn’t seem to understand, either. “For hockey?” he says.


  “Well, duh.”


  “Anna, you don’t play hockey,” I point out, and when she blushes, I realize this may not be the case at all.


  Brian presses her into an explanation. “A couple of months ago, the chain fell off my bike right in front of the hockey rink. A bunch of guys were practicing, but their goalie had mono, and the coach said he’d pay me five bucks to stand in net and block shots. I borrowed the sick kid’s equipment, and the thing is... I wasn’t that bad at it. I liked it. So I kept coming back.” Anna smiles shyly. “The coach asked me to join the team for real, before the tournament. I’m the first girl on it, ever. But I have to have my own equipment.”


  “Which costs $614?”


  “And ninety-six cents. That’s just the leg pads, though. I still need a chest protector and catcher and a glove and a mask.” She stares at us expectantly.


  “We have to talk about it,” I tell her.


  Anna mutters something that sounds like Figures, and walks out of the room.


  “Did you know she was playing hockey?” Brian asks me, and I shake my head. I wonder what else my daughter has been hiding from us.


  •••


  We are about to leave the house to watch Anna playing hockey for the first time when Kate announces she isn’t going. “Please Mom,” she begs. “Not when I look like this.”


  She has an angry red rash all over her cheeks, palms, soles, and chest, and a moon face, courtesy of the steroids she takes to treat it. Her skin is rough and thickened.


  These are the calling cards of graft-versus-host disease, which Kate developed after her bone marrow transplant. For the past four years, it’s come and gone, flaring up when we least expect it. Bone marrow is an organ, and like a heart or a liver, a body can reject it. But sometimes, instead, the transplanted marrow begins to reject the body it’s been put in.


  The good news is that if that happens, all the cancer cells are under siege, too—something Dr. Chance calls graft-versus-leukemia disease. The bad news is the symptomology: the chronic diarrhea, the jaundice, the loss of range of motion in her joints. The scarring and sclerosis wherever there’s connective tissue. I am so accustomed to this that it doesn’t phase me, but when the graft-versus-host disease flares up this badly, I let Kate stay home from school. She is thirteen, and appearance is paramount. I respect her vanity, because there is so little of it.


  But I cannot leave her alone in the house, and we have promised Anna we’ll come watch her play. “This is really important to your sister.”


  In response, Kate flops onto the couch and pulls a throw pillow over her face.


  Without saying another word I walk to the hall closet and pull a variety of items from drawers. I hand the gloves to Kate, then jam the hat on her head and wind the scarf around her nose and mouth so that only her eyes are visible. “It’ll be cold in the rink,” I say, in a voice that leaves no room for anything but acceptance.


  •••


  I barely recognize Anna, stuffed and trussed and tied into equipment that, eventually, we wound up borrowing from the coach’s nephew. You cannot tell, for example, that she is the only girl on the ice. You cannot tell that she is two years younger than every other player out there.


  I wonder if Anna can hear the cheering through her helmet, or if she’s so focused on what’s coming toward her that she blocks it all out, concentrating instead on the scrape of the puck and the smack of the sticks.


  Jesse and Brian sit on the edge of their seats; even Kate—so reluctant to come—is getting into the game. The opposing goalie, compared to Anna, moves in slow motion. The action switches like a current, the play moving from the far goal toward Anna’s. The center passes to the right wing, who skates for broke, his blades slicing through the roar of the cheering crowd. Anna steps forward, sure of where the puck is going a moment before it arrives, her knees bent in, her elbows pointed out.


  “Unbelievable,” Brian says to me after the second period. “She’s got natural talent as a goalie.”


  That much, I could have told him. Anna saves, every time.


  •••


  That night Kate wakes up with blood streaming out of her nose, her rectum, and the sockets of her eyes. I have never seen so much blood, and even as I try to stanch the flow I wonder how much of it she can stand to lose. By the time we reach the hospital, she is disoriented and agitated, finally slipping into unconsciousness. The staff pump her full of plasma, blood, and platelets to replace the lost blood, which seems to leak out of her just as quickly. They give her IV fluids to prevent hypovolemic shock, and intubate her. They take CT scans of her brain and her lungs to see how far the bleeding has spread.


  In spite of all the times we have run to the ER in the middle of the night, all the times Kate’s relapsed with sudden symptoms, Brian and I know it has never been quite this bad. A nosebleed is one thing; system failure is another. Twice now, she’s had cardiac arrhythmias. The hemorrhaging keeps her brain, heart, liver, lungs, and kidneys from receiving the flow they need to work.


  Dr. Chance takes us into the little lounge at the end of the pediatric ICU floor. It is painted with smiley-face daisies. On one wall is a growth chart, a four-foot-tall inchworm: How Big Can I Grow?


  Brian and I sit very still, as if we will be rewarded for good behavior. “Arsenic?” Brian repeats. “Poison?”


  “It’s a very new therapy,” Dr. Chance explains. “You get it intravenously, for twenty-five to sixty days. To date, we haven’t effected a cure with it. That’s not to say it might not happen in the future, but at the moment, we don’t even have five-year survival curves—that’s how new the drug is. As it is, Kate’s exhausted cord blood, allogeneic transplant, radiation, chemo, and ATRA. She’s lived ten years past what any of us would have expected.”


  I find myself nodding already. “Do it,” I say, and Brian looks down at his boots.


  “We can try it. But in all likelihood, the hemorrhaging will still beat out the arsenic,” Dr. Chance tells us.


  I stare at the growth chart on the wall. Did I tell Kate I loved her before I put her to bed last night? I cannot remember. I cannot remember at all.


  •••


  Shortly after two A.M., I lose Brian. He slips out when I am falling asleep beside Kate’s bed and doesn’t come back for over an hour. I ask for him at the nurse’s desk; I search the cafeteria and the men’s room, all empty. Finally I locate him at the end of the hallway, in a tiny atrium that was named in some poor dead child’s honor, a room of light and air and plastic plants that a neutropenic patient could enjoy. He sits on an ugly brown corduroy couch, writing furiously with a blue crayon on a piece of scrap paper.


  “Hey,” I say quietly, remembering how the kids would color together on the floor of the kitchen, crayons spilled like wildflowers between them. “Trade you a yellow for your blue.”


  Brian glances up, startled. “Is—”


  “Kate’s fine. Well, she’s the same.” Steph, the nurse, has already given her the first induction of arsenic. She has also given her two blood transfusions, to make up for what she’s losing.


  “Maybe we should bring Kate home,” Brian says.


  “Well, of course we—”


  “I mean now.” He steeples his hands. “I think she’d want to die in her own bed.”


  That word, between us, explodes like a grenade. “She isn’t going to—”


  “Yes, she is.” He looks at me, his face carved by pain. “She is dying, Sara. She will die, either tonight or tomorrow or maybe a year from now if we’re really lucky. You heard what Dr. Chance said. Arsenic’s not a cure. It just postpones what’s coming.”


  My eyes fill up with tears. “But I love her,” I say, because that is reason enough.


  “So do I. Too much to keep doing this.” The paper he has been scribbling on falls out of his hands and lands at my feet; before he can reach it I pick it up. It is full of tearstains, of cross-outs. She loved the way it smelled in Spring, I read. She could beat anyone at gin rummy. She could dance even if there wasn’t music playing. There are notes on the side, too: Favorite color: pink. Favorite time of day: twilight. Used to read Where the Wild Things Are, over and over, and still knows it by heart.


  All the hair stands up on the back of my neck. “Is this... a eulogy?”


  By now, Brian is crying, too. “If I don’t do it now, I won’t be able to when it’s really time.”


  I shake my head. “It’s not time.”


  •••


  I call my sister at three-thirty in the morning. “I woke you,” I say, realizing the minute Zanne gets on the phone that for her, for everyone normal, it is the middle of the night.


  “Is it Kate?”


  I nod, even though she cannot hear that. “Zanne?”


  “Yeah?”


  I close my eyes, feel the tears squeeze out.


  “Sara, what’s the matter? Do you want me to come down there?”


  It is hard to speak around the enormous pressure in my throat; truth expands until it can choke you. As kids, Zanne’s bedroom and mine shared a hallway, and we used to fight about leaving the light on through the night. I wanted it burning; she didn’t. Put a pillow over your head, I used to tell her. You can make it dark, but I can’t make it light.


  “Yes,” I say, sobbing freely now. “Please.”


  •••


  Against all odds, Kate survives for ten days on intense transfusions and arsenic therapy. On the eleventh day of her hospitalization, she slips into a coma. I decide I will keep a bedside vigil until she wakes up. And I do this for exactly forty-five minutes, until I receive a phone call from the principal of Jesse’s school.


  Apparently, the metal sodium is stored in the high school science laboratory in small containers of oil, because of its volatile reaction with air. Apparently, it is water-reactive, too, creating hydrogen and heat. Apparently, my ninth-grader was bright enough to realize this, which is why he stole the sample, flushed it down the toilet, and exploded the school’s septic tank.


  After he is expelled for three weeks by the principal, a man who has the decency to ask after Kate while basically telling me that my eldest is destined for the State Penitentiary, Jesse and I drive back to the hospital. “Needless to say, you’re grounded.”


  “Whatever.”


  “Until you’re forty.”


  Jesse slouches, and if it is possible, his brows knit even more closely together. I wonder when, exactly, I gave up on him. I wonder why, when Jesse’s history is not by any stretch as disappointing as his sister’s.


  “The principal’s a dick.”


  “You know what, Jess? The world’s full of them. You will always be up against someone. Some thing.”


  He glares at me. “You could take a conversation about the frigging Red Sox and somehow turn it back to Kate.”


  We pull into the hospital parking lot, but I make no move to shut off the car. Rain pelts the windshield. “We’re all pretty gifted at that. Or were you blowing up the septic tank for some other reason?”


  “You don’t know what it’s like being the kid whose sister is dying of cancer.”


  “I have a fairly good idea. Since I’m the mother of the kid who is dying of cancer. You’re absolutely right, it does suck. And sometimes I feel like blowing something up, too, just to get rid of that feeling that I’m going to explode any minute.” I glance down and notice a bruise the size of a half-dollar, right in the crook of his arm. There’s a matching one on the other side. It is telling, I suppose, that my mind immediately races to heroin, instead of leukemia, as it would with his sisters. “What’s that?”


  He folds his arms. “Nothing.”


  “What is it?”


  “None of your business.”


  “It is my business.” I pull down his forearm. “Is that from a needle?”


  He lifts his head, eyes blazing. “Yeah, Ma. I shoot up every three days. Except I’m not doing smack, I’m getting blood taken out of me on the third floor here.” He stares at me. “Didn’t you wonder who else was keeping Kate in platelets?”


  He gets out the car before I can stop him, leaving me staring out a windshield where nothing is clear anymore.


  •••


  Two weeks after Kate is admitted to the hospital, the nurses convince me to take a day off. I come home and shower in my own bathroom, instead of the one used by the medical stafff. I pay overdue bills. Zanne, who is still with us, makes me a cup of coffee; it is fresh and ready when I come down with my hair wet and combed. “Anyone call?”


  “If by anyone you mean the hospital, then no.” She flips the page of the cookbook she’s reading. “This is such bullshit,” Zanne says. “There is no joy in cooking.”


  The front door opens and slams shut. Anna comes racing into the kitchen and stops abruptly at the sight of me. “What are you doing here?”


  “I live here,” I say.


  Zanne clears her throat. “Contrary to appearances.”


  But Anna doesn’t hear her, or doesn’t want to. She has a smile as wide as a canyon on her face, and brandishes a note in front of me. “It was sent to Coach Urlicht. Read it read it read it!”


  Dear Anna Fitzgerald,


  Congratulations on being accepted into the Girls in Goal Summer Hockey Camp. This year camp will be held in Minneapolis, from July 3–17. Please fill out the attached paperwork and medical history and return by 4/30/01. See you on the ice!


  Coach Sarah Teuting


  I finish scanning the letter. “You let Kate go to that sleep-away camp when she was my age, the one for kids with leukemia,” Anna says. “Do you have any idea who Sarah Teuting is? The goalie on Team USA, and I don’t just get to meet her, I get to have her tell me what I’m doing wrong. Coach got a full scholarship for me, so you don’t even have to pay a dime. They’ll fly me out on a plane and give me a dorm room to stay in and everything and nobody gets a chance like this, ever—”


  “Honey,” I say carefully, “you can’t do this.”


  She shakes her head, as if she’s trying to make my words fit. “But it’s not now, or anything. It’s not till next summer.”


  And Kate might be dead by then.


  It is the first time I can remember Anna ever indicating that she sees an end to this time line, a moment when she might finally be free of obligation to her sister. Until that point, going to Minnesota is not an option. Not because I am afraid of what might happen to Anna there, but because I am afraid of what might happen to Kate while her sister is gone. If Kate survives this latest relapse, who knows how long it will be before another crisis happens? And when it does, we will need Anna—her blood, her stem cells, her tissue—right here.


  The facts hang between us like a filmy curtain. Zanne gets up and puts her arm around Anna. “You know what, bud? Maybe we should talk about this with your mom some other time—”


  “No.” Anna refuses to budge. “I want to know why I can’t go.”


  I run a hand down my face. “Anna, don’t make me do this.”


  “Do what, Mom,” she says hotly. “I don’t make you do anything.”


  She crumples the letter and runs out of the kitchen. Zanne smiles weakly at me. “Welcome back,” she says.


  Outside, Anna picks up a hockey stick and starts to shoot against the wall of the garage. She keeps this up for nearly an hour, a rhythmic beat, until I forget she is out there and begin to think a home might have its own pulse.


  •••


  Seventeen days after Kate is admitted to the hospital, she develops an infection. Her body spikes a fever. She is pancultured—blood, urine, stool, and sputum sent out to isolate the organism—but is put on a broad-spectrum antibiotic right away in the hopes that whatever is making her sick might respond.


  Steph, our favorite nurse, stays late some nights just so that I don’t have to face this by myself. She brings me People magazines filched from the day surgery waiting rooms, and holds sunny one-sided conversations with my unconscious daughter. She is a model of resolve and optimism on the surface, but I have seen her eyes cloud with tears as she is sponge-bathing Kate, in the moments when she doesn’t think I can see her.


  One morning, Dr. Chance comes in to check on Kate. He wraps his stethoscope around his neck and sits down in a chair across from me. “I wanted to be invited to her wedding.”


  “You will,” I insist, but he shakes his head.


  My heart beats a little faster. “A punch bowl, that’s what you can buy. A picture frame. You can make a toast.”


  “Sara,” Dr. Chance says, “you need to say good-bye.”


  •••


  Jesse spends fifteen minutes in Kate’s closed room, and comes out looking for all the world like a bomb about to explode. He runs through the halls of the pediatric ICU ward. “I’ll go,” Brian says. He heads down the corridor in Jesse’s direction.


  Anna sits with her back to the wall. She is angry, too. “I’m not doing this.”


  I crouch down next to her. “There is nothing, believe me, I’d rather make you do less. But if you don’t, Anna, then one day, you’re going to wish you had.”


  Belligerent, Anna walks into Kate’s room, climbs onto a chair. Kate’s chest rises and falls, the work of the respirator. All the fight goes out of Anna as she reaches out to touch her sister’s cheek. “Can she hear me?”


  “Absolutely,” I answer, more for myself than for her.


  “I won’t go to Minnesota,” Anna whispers. “I won’t ever go anywhere.” She leans close. “Wake up, Kate.”


  We both hold our breath, but nothing happens.


  •••


  I have never understood why it is called losing a child. No parent is that careless. We all know exactly where our sons and daughters are; we just don’t necessarily want them to be there.


  Brian and Kate and I are a circuit. We sit on each side of the bed and hold each other’s hands, and one of hers. “You were right,” I tell him. “We should have taken her home.”


  Brian shakes his head. “If we hadn’t tried the arsenic, we’d spend the rest of our lives asking why not.” He brushes back the pale hair that surrounds Kate’s face. “She’s such a good girl. She’s always done what you ask her to do.” I nod, unable to speak. “That’s why she’s hanging on, you know. She wants your permission to leave.”


  He bends down to Kate, crying so hard he cannot catch his breath. I put my hand on his head. We are not the first parents to lose a child. But we are the first parents to lose our child. And that makes all the difference.


  •••


  When Brian falls asleep, draped over the foot of the bed, I take Kate’s scarred hand between both of mine. I trace the ovals of her nails and remember the first time I painted them, when Brian couldn’t believe I’d do that to a one-year-old. Now, twelve years later, I turn over her palm and wish I knew how to read it, or better yet, how to edit that lifeline.


  I pull my chair closer to the hospital bed. “Do you remember the summer we signed you up for camp? And the night before you left, you said you’d changed your mind and wanted to stay home? I told you to get a seat on the left side of the bus, so that when it pulled away, you’d be able to look back and see me there, waiting for you.” I press her hand against my cheek, hard enough to leave a mark. “You get that same seat in Heaven. One where you can watch me, watching you.”


  I bury my face in the blankets and tell this daughter of mine how much I love her. I squeeze her hand one last time.


  Only to feel the slightest pulse, the tiniest grasp, the smallest clutch of Kate’s fingers, as she claws her way back to this world.


  ANNA
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  HERE’S MY QUESTION: What age are you when you’re in Heaven? I mean, if it’s Heaven, you should be at your beauty-queen best, and I doubt that all the people who die of old age are wandering around toothless and bald. It opens up a whole additional realm of questions, too. If you hang yourself, do you walk around all gross and blue, with your tongue spitting out of your mouth? If you are killed in a war, do you spend eternity minus the leg that got blown up by a mine?


  I figure that maybe you get a choice. You fill out the application form that asks you if you want a star view or a cloud view, if you like chicken or fish or manna for dinner, what age you’d like to be seen as by everyone else. Like me, for example, I might pick seventeen, in the hopes I grow boobs by then, and even if I’m a pruny centegenarian by the time I die, in Heaven I’d be young and pretty.


  Once at a dinner party I heard my father say that even though he was old old old, in his heart he was twenty-one. So maybe there is a place in your life you wear out like a rut, or even better, like the soft spot on the couch. And no matter what else happens to you, you come back to that.


  The problem, I suppose, is that everyone’s different. What happens in Heaven when all these people are trying to find each other after so many years spent apart? Say that you die and start looking around for your husband, who died five years ago. What if you’re picturing him at seventy, but he hit his groove at sixteen and is wandering around suave as can be?


  Or what if you’re Kate, and you die at sixteen, but in Heaven you choose to look thirty-five, an age you never got to be here on Earth. How would anyone ever be able to find you?


  •••


  Campbell calls my father at the station when we’re having lunch, and says that opposing counsel wants to talk about the case. Which is a really stupid way to put it, since we all know he’s talking about my mother. He says we have to meet at three o’clock in his office, no matter that it’s Sunday.


  I sit on the floor with Judge’s head in my lap. Campbell is so busy he doesn’t even tell me not to do it. My mother arrives right on the dot and (since Kerri the secretary is off today) walks in by herself. She has made a special effort to pull her hair back into a neat bun. She’s put on some makeup. But unlike Campbell, who wears this room like an overcoat he can shrug on and off, my mom looks completely out of place in a law firm. It is hard to believe that my mother used to do this for a living. I guess she used to be someone else, once. I suppose we all were.


  “Hello,” she says quietly.


  “Ms. Fitzgerald,” Campbell replies. Ice.


  My mother’s eyes move from my father, at the conference table, to me, on the floor. “Hi,” she says again. She steps forward, like she is going to hug me, but she stops.


  “You called this meeting, Counselor,” Campbell prompts.


  My mother sits down. “I know. I was... well, I’m hoping that we can clear this up. I want us to make a decision, together.”


  Campbell raps his fingers on the table. “Are you offering us a deal?”


  He makes it sound so businesslike. My mother blinks at him. “Yes, I guess I am.” She turns her chair toward me, as if only the two of us are in the room. “Anna, I know how much you’ve done for Kate. I also know she doesn’t have many chances left... but she might have this one.”


  “My client doesn’t need coercing—”


  “It’s okay, Campbell,” I say. “Let her talk.”


  “If the cancer comes back, if this kidney transplant doesn’t work, if things don’t wind up the way we all wish they would for Kate—well, I will never ask you to help your sister again... but Anna, will you do this one last thing?”


  By now, she looks very tiny, smaller even than me, as if I am the parent and she is the child. I wonder how this optical illusion took place, when neither of us has moved.


  I glance at my father, but he’s gone boulder-still, and he seems to be doing everything he can to follow the grain of wood in the conference table instead of getting involved.


  “Are you indicating that if my client willingly donates a kidney, then she will be absolved of all other medical procedures that may be necessary in the future to prolong Kate’s life?” Campbell clarifies.


  My mother takes a deep breath. “Yes.”


  “We need, of course, to discuss it.”


  When I was seven, Jesse went out of his way to make sure I wasn’t stupid enough to believe in Santa. It’s Mom and Dad, he explained, and I fought him every step of the way. I decided to test the theory. So that Christmas I wrote to Santa, and asked for a hamster, which is what I wanted most in the world. I mailed the letter myself in the school secretary’s mailbox. And I steadfastly did not tell my parents, although I dropped other hints about toys I hoped for that year.


  On Christmas morning, I got the sled and the computer game and the tie-dyed comforter I had mentioned to my mother, but I did not get that hamster because she didn’t know about it. I learned two things that year: that neither Santa, nor my parents, were what I wanted them to be.


  Maybe Campbell thinks this is about the law, but really, it’s about my mother. I get up from the floor and fly into her arms, which are a little like that spot in life I was talking about before, so familiar that you slide right back to the place where you fit. It makes my throat hurt, and all those tears I’ve been saving come out of their hiding place. “Oh, Anna,” she cries into my hair. “Thank God. Thank God.”


  I hug her twice as tight as I would normally, trying to hold on to this moment the same way I like to paint the slanted light of summer on the back wall of my brain, a mural to stare at during the winter. I put my lips right up to her ear, and even as I speak I wish I wasn’t. “I can’t.”


  My mother’s body goes stiff. She pulls away from me, stares at my face. Then she pushes a smile onto her lips that is broken in several spots. She touches the crown of my head. That’s it. She stands up, straightens her jacket, and walks out of the office.


  Campbell gets out of his seat, too. He crouches down in front of me, in the place where my mother was. Eye to eye, he looks more serious than I have ever seen him look. “Anna,” he says. “Is this really what you want?”


  I open my mouth. And find an answer.


  JULIA
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  “DO YOU THINK I LIKE CAMPBELL because he’s an asshole,” I ask my sister, “or in spite of it?”


  Izzy shushes me from the couch. She is watching The Way We Were, a movie she’s seen twenty-thousand times. It is on her list of Movies You Cannot Click Past, which also includes Pretty Woman, Ghost, and Dirty Dancing. “If you make me miss the end, Julia, I’ll kill you.”


  “‘See ya, Katie,’” I quote for her. “‘See ya, Hubbell.’”


  She throws a couch pillow at me and wipes her eyes as the theme music swells. “Barbra Streisand,” Izzy says, “is the bomb.”


  “I thought that was a gay men’s stereotype.” I look up over the table of papers I have been studying in preparation for tomorrow’s hearing. This is the decision I will render to the judge, based on what is in Anna Fitzgerald’s best interests. The problem is, it doesn’t matter whether I side in her favor or against her. Either way I will be ruining her life.


  “I thought we were talking about Campbell,” Izzy says.


  “No, I was talking about Campbell. You were swooning.” I rub my temples. “I thought you might be sympathetic.”


  “About Campbell Alexander? I’m not sympathetic. I’m apathetic.”


  “You’re right. That is what kind of pathetic you are.”


  “Look, Julia. Maybe it’s hereditary,” Izzy says. She gets up and starts rubbing the muscles of my neck. “Maybe you have a gene that attracts you to absolute jerks.”


  “Then you have it, too.”


  “Well.” She laughs. “Case in point.”


  “I want to hate him, you know. Just for the record.”


  Reaching over my shoulder, Izzy takes the Coke I’m drinking and finishes it off. “What happened to this being strictly professional?”


  “It is. There’s just a very vocal minority opposition group in my mind wishing otherwise.”


  Izzy sits back down on the couch. “The problem, you know, is that you never forget your first one. And even if your brain’s smart about it, your body’s got the IQ of a fruit fly.”


  “It’s just so easy with him, Iz. It’s like we’re picking up where we left off. I already know everything I need to about him and he already knows everything he needs to about me.” I look at her. “Can you fall for someone because you’re lazy?”


  “Why don’t you just screw him and get it out of your system?”


  “Because,” I say, “as soon as it’s over, that’s one more piece of the past I won’t be able to get rid of.”


  “I can fix you up with one of my friends,” Izzy suggests.


  “They all have vaginas.”


  “See, you’re looking at the wrong stuff, Julia. You ought to be attracted to someone for what they’ve got inside them, not for the package it’s presented in. Campbell Alexander may be gorgeous, but he’s like marzipan frosting on a sardine.”


  “You think he’s gorgeous?”


  Izzy rolls her eyes. “You,” she says, “are doomed.”


  When the doorbell rings, Izzy goes to look through the peephole. “Speak of the devil.”


  “It’s Campbell?” I whisper. “Tell him I’m not here.”


  Izzy opens the door just a few inches. “Julia says she’s not here.”


  “I’m going to kill you,” I mutter, and walk up behind her. Pushing her out of the way, I undo the chain and let Campbell and his dog inside.


  “The reception here just keeps getting warmer and fuzzier,” he says.


  I cross my arms. “What do you want? I’m working.”


  “Good. Sara Fitzgerald just offered us a plea bargain. Come out to dinner with me and I’ll tell you all about it.”


  “I am not going out to dinner with you,” I tell him.


  “Actually, you are.” He shrugs. “I know you, and eventually you’re going to give in because even more than you don’t want to be with me, you want to know what Anna’s mother said. Can’t we just cut to the chase?”


  Izzy starts laughing. “He does know you, Julia.”


  “If you don’t go willingly,” Campbell adds, “I have no problem using brute force. Although it’s going to be considerably more difficult for you to cut your filet mignon if your hands are tied together.”


  I turn to my sister. “Do something. Please.”


  She waves at me. “See ya, Katie.”


  “See ya, Hubbell,” Campbell replies. “Great movie.”


  Izzy looks at him, considering. “Maybe there’s hope,” she says.


  •••


  “Rule number one,” I tell him. “We talk about the trial, and nothing but the trial.”


  “So help me God,” Campbell adds. “And may I just say you look beautiful?”


  “See, you’ve already broken the rule.”


  He pulls into a parking lot near the water and cuts the engine. Then he gets out of the car and comes around to my side to help me out. I look around, but I don’t see anything resembling a restaurant. We are at a marina filled with sailboats and yachts, their honey-colored decks tanning in the late sun. “Take off your sneakers,” Campbell says.


  “No.”


  “For God’s sake, Julia. This isn’t the Victorian age; I’m not going to attack you because I see your ankle. Just do it, will you?”


  “Why?”


  “Because right now you’ve got an enormous pole up your ass and this is the only G-rated way I can think of to make you relax.” He pulls off his own deck shoes and sinks his feet into the grass growing along the edge of the parking lot. “Ahhh,” he says, and he spreads his arms wide. “Come on, Jewel. Carpe diem. Summer’s almost over; better enjoy it while you can.”


  “What about the plea bargain—”


  “What Sara said is going to remain the same whether or not you go barefoot.”


  I still do not know if he’s taken on this case because he’s a glory hound, because he wants the PR, or if he simply wanted to help Anna. I want to believe the latter, idiot that I am. Campbell waits patiently, the dog at his side. Finally I untie my sneakers and peel off my socks. I step out onto the strip of lawn.


  Summertime, I think, is a collective unconscious. We all remember the notes that made up the song of the ice cream man; we all know what it feels like to brand our thighs on a playground slide that’s heated up like a knife in a fire; we all have lain on our backs with our eyes closed and our hearts beating across the surface of our lids, hoping that this day will stretch just a little longer than the last one, when in fact it’s all going in the other direction. Campbell sits down on the grass. “What’s rule number two?”


  “That I get to make up all the rules,” I say.


  When he smiles at me, I’m lost.


  •••


  Last night, Seven the Bartender slipped a martini into my waiting hand and asked me what I was hiding from.


  I took a sip before I answered, and reminded myself why I hate martinis—they’re straight bitter alcohol, which of course is the point, but they also taste that way, which is always somehow disappointing. “I’m not hiding,” I told him. “I’m here, aren’t I?”


  It was early at the bar, just dinnertime. I stopped in on my way back from the fire station, where I’d been with Anna. Two guys were making out in a booth in the corner, one lone man was sitting at the other end of the bar. “Can we change the channel?” He gestured toward the TV, which was broadcasting the evening news. “Jennings is so much hotter than Brokaw.”


  Seven flicked the remote, then turned back to me. “You’re not hiding, but you’re sitting in a gay bar at dinnertime. You’re not hiding, but you’re wearing that suit like it’s armor.”


  “Well, I’d definitely take fashion advice from a guy with a pierced tongue.”


  Seven lifted a brow. “One more martini, and I could convince you to go see my man Johnston and get your own done. You can take the pink hair dye out of the girl, but you never lose those roots.”


  I took another sip of the martini. “You don’t know me.”


  At the end of the bar, the other customer lifted his face to Peter Jennings and smiled.


  “Maybe,” Seven said, “but neither do you.”


  •••


  Dinner turns out to be bread and cheese—well, a baguette and Gruyère—on board a thirty-foot sailboat. Campbell rolls up his pants like a castaway and sets the rigging and hauls line and catches the wind until we are so far away from the shore of Providence that it is only a line of color, a distant, jeweled necklace.


  After a while, when it becomes clear to me that any information Campbell feels like providing me with won’t be doled out until after dessert, I give in. I lie on my back with my arm draped over the sleeping dog. I watch the sail, loose now, flap like the great white wing of a pelican. Campbell comes up from belowdecks, where he’s been hunting down a corkscrew, and holds out two glasses of red wine. He sits down on the other side of Judge and scratches behind the German shepherd’s ears. “You ever think about being an animal?”


  “Figuratively? Or literally?”


  “Rhetorically,” he says. “If you hadn’t drawn that human card.”


  I think about this for a while. “Is this a trick question? Like, if I say killer whale you’re going to tell me that means I’m a ruthless, cold-blooded, bottom-feeder fish?”


  “They’re mammals,” Campbell says. “And no. It’s just a simple, making-polite-conversation inquiry.”


  I turn my head. “What would you be?”


  “I asked you first.”


  Well, a bird is out of the question; I’m too scared of heights. I don’t think I have the right attitude to be a cat. And I am too much of a loner to function in a pack, like a wolf or a dog. I think of saying something like tarsier just to show off, but then he’ll ask what the hell that is and I can’t remember if it is a rodent or a lizard. “A goose,” I decide.


  Campbell bursts out laughing. “As in Mother? Or Silly?”


  It is because they mate for life, but I would rather fall overboard than tell him this. “What about you?”


  But he doesn’t answer me directly. “When I asked Anna the same question, she told me she’d be a phoenix.”


  The image of the mythical creature rising from the ashes glitters in my mind. “They don’t really exist.”


  Campbell strokes the dog’s head. “She said that depends on whether or not there’s someone who can see them.” Then he looks up at me. “How do you see her, Julia?”


  The wine I have been drinking suddenly tastes bitter. Was all this—the charm, the picnic, the sunset sail—engineered to tip my hand in his favor at tomorrow’s trial? Whatever I recommend as guardian ad litem will weigh heavily in Judge DeSalvo’s decision, and Campbell knows it.


  Until this moment, I had not realized that someone could break your heart twice, along the very same fault lines.


  “I’m not going to tell you what my decision is,” I say stiffly. “You can wait to hear it when you call me as a witness.” I grab for the anchor and try to reel it in. “I’d like to go back now, please.”


  Campbell yanks the line out of my hand. “You already told me that you don’t think it’s in Anna’s best interests to be a kidney donor for her sister.”


  “I also told you she’s incapable of making that decision by herself.”


  “Her father moved her out of the house. He can be her moral compass.”


  “And how long is that going to last? What about the next time?” I am furious at myself for falling for this. For agreeing to go out to dinner, for letting myself believe that Campbell might want to be with me, rather than use me. Everything—from his compliments on my looks to the wine sitting on the deck between us—has been coldly calculated to help him win his case.


  “Sara Fitzgerald offered us a deal,” Campbell says. “She said if Anna donates the kidney, she will never ask her to do anything for her sister again. Anna turned it down.”


  “You know, I could have the judge throw you in jail for this. It’s completely unethical to try to seduce me into changing my mind.”


  “Seduce you? All I did was lay the cards on the table for you. I made your job easier.”


  “Oh, right. Forgive me,” I say sarcastically. “This isn’t about you. This isn’t about me writing my report with a definite slant toward your client’s petition. If you were an animal, Campbell, you know what you’d be? A toad. No, actually, you’d be a parasite on the belly of a toad. Something that takes what it needs without giving a single thing back.”


  A vein throbs blue in his temple. “Are you finished?”


  “Actually, I’m not. Is anything that comes out of your mouth ever honest?”


  “I did not lie to you.”


  “No? What’s the dog for, Campbell?”


  “Jesus Christ, will you shut up already?” Campbell says, and he pulls me into his arms and kisses me.


  His mouth moves like a silent story; he tastes like salt and wine. There is no moment of relearning, of adjusting the patterns of the past fifteen years; our bodies remember where to go. He licks my name along the course of my throat. He presses himself so close to me that any hurt left on the surface between us spreads thin, becomes a binding instead of a boundary.


  When we break away to breathe again, Campbell stares at me. “I’m still right,” I whisper.


  It is the most natural thing in the world when Campbell pulls my old sweatshirt up over my head, works at the clasp of my bra. When he kneels before me with his head over my heart, when I feel the water rocking the hull of the boat, I think that maybe this is the place for us. Maybe there are entire worlds where there are no fences, where feeling bears you like a tide.


  MONDAY


  How great a matter a little fire kindleth!


  —THE NEW TESTAMENT, James 3:5


  CAMPBELL
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  WE SLEEP IN THE TINY CABIN, moored to its slip. Tight quarters, but that hardly seems to matter: all night long, she fits herself around me. She snores, just a little. Her front tooth is crooked. Her eyelashes are as long as the nail of my thumb.


  These are the minutiae that prove, more than anything else, the difference between us now that fifteen years have passed. When you’re seventeen, you don’t think about whose apartment you want to sleep in. When you’re seventeen, you don’t even see the pearl-pink of her bra, the lace that arrows between her legs. When you’re seventeen it’s all about the now, not the after.


  What I had loved about Julia—there, I’ve said it now—was that she didn’t need anyone. At Wheeler, even when she stood out with her pink hair and quilted army-surplus jacket and combat boots, she did this without apology. It was a great irony that the very fact of a relationship with her would diminish her appeal, that the moment she came to love me back and depend on me as much as I depended on her, she would no longer be a truly independent spirit.


  No way in hell was I going to be the one to take that quality away from her.


  After Julia, there weren’t all that many women. None whose names I took the time to remember, anyway. It was far too complicated to maintain the façade; instead, I chose the coward’s rocky route of one-night stands. Out of necessity—medical and emotional—I have gotten rather skilled at being an escape artist.


  But there are a half-dozen times this past night when I had the opportunity to leave. While Julia was sleeping, I even considered how to do it: a note pinned to the pillow, a message scrawled on the deck with her cherry lipstick. And yet the urge to do this was nowhere near as strong as the need to wait just one more minute, one more hour.


  From the spot where he’s curled up on the galley table tight as a cinnamon bun, Judge raises his head. He whines a little, and I completely understand. Detangling myself from Julia’s rich forest of hair, I slip out of the bed. She inches into the warm spot I’ve left behind.


  I swear, it makes me hard again.


  But instead of doing what comes naturally—that is, calling in sick with some latent strain of smallpox and making the clerk of the court reschedule the hearing so that I can spend the day getting laid—I pull on my pants and go above-deck. I want to make sure I’m at the courthouse before Anna, and need to shower and change. I leave Julia the keys to my car—it’s a short walk to my place. It’s only when Judge and I are on our way home that I realize unlike every other bloodshot morning that I have left a woman, I haven’t fashioned some charming symbol of my exit for Julia, something to lessen the blow of abandonment upon waking.


  I wonder if this was an oversight. Or if I have been waiting all this time for her to come back, so that I can grow up.


  •••


  When Judge and I arrive at the Garrahy building for the hearing, we have to fight our way through the reporters who have lined up for the Main Event. They thrust microphones in my face, and inadvertently step on Judge’s paws. Anna will take one look at walking this gauntlet, and bolt.


  Inside the front door, I flag down Vern. “Get us some security out here, will you?” I tell him. “They’re going to eat the witnesses alive.”


  Then I see Sara Fitzgerald, already waiting. She is wearing a suit that most likely hasn’t seen the outside of the plastic dry cleaner’s bag for a decade, and her hair is pulled back severely into a barrette. She doesn’t carry a briefcase, but a knapsack instead. “Good morning,” I say evenly.


  The door blows open and Brian enters, looking from Sara to me. “Where’s Anna?”


  Sara takes a step forward. “Didn’t she come here with you?”


  “She was already gone when I got back from a call at five A.M. She left a note and said she’d meet me here.” He glances at the door, at the jackals on the other side. “I bet she took off.”


  Again, there is the sound of a seal being breached, and then Julia surfs into the courthouse on a crest of shouts and questions. She smooths back her hair, gets her bearings, then looks at me and loses them again.


  “I’ll find her,” I say.


  Sara bristles. “No, I will.”


  Julia looks at each of us. “Find who?”


  “Anna is temporarily absent,” I explain.


  “Absent?” Julia says. “As in disappeared?”


  “Not at all.” This isn’t a lie, either. For Anna to have disappeared, she would have had to appear in the first place.


  I realize that I even know where I am headed—at the same moment that Sara understands it, too. In that moment she lets me take the lead. Julia grabs my arm as I am walking toward the door. She shoves my car keys into my hand. “Now you do understand why this isn’t going to work?”


  I turn to her. “Julia, listen. I want to talk about what’s going on between us, too. But this isn’t the right time.”


  “I was talking about Anna. Campbell, she’s waffling. She couldn’t even show up for her own court date. What does that say to you?”


  “That everyone gets scared,” I answer finally, fair warning for all of us.


  •••


  The shades to the hospital room are drawn, but that doesn’t keep me from seeing the angel pallor of Kate Fitzgerald’s face, the web of blue veins mapping out the last-chance path of medication running under her skin. Curled up on the foot of the bed is Anna.


  At my command, Judge waits by the door. I crouch down. “Anna, it’s time to go.”


  When the door to the hospital room opens, I’m expecting either Sara Fitzgerald or a doctor with a crash cart. Instead, to my shock, Jesse stands on the threshold. “Hey,” he says, as if we are old friends.


  How did you get here? I almost ask, but realize I don’t want to hear the answer. “We’re on our way to the courthouse. Need a lift?” I ask dryly.


  “No thanks. I thought since everyone was going to be there, I’d stay here.” His eyes do not waver from Kate. “She looks like shit.”


  “What do you expect,” Anna answers, awake now. “She’s dying.”


  Again, I find myself staring at my client. I should know better than most that motivations are never what they seem to be, but I still cannot figure her out. “We need to go.”


  In the car, Anna rides shotgun while Judge takes a seat in the back. She starts telling me about some crazy precedent she found on the internet, where a guy in Montana in 1876 was legally prohibited from using the water from a river that originated on his brother’s land, even though it meant all his crops would dry up. “What are you doing?” she asks, when I deliberately miss the turn to the courthouse.


  Instead I pull over next to a park. A girl with a great ass jogs by, holding on to the leash of one of those froufrou dogs that looks more like a cat. “We’re gonna be late,” Anna says after a moment.


  “We already are. Look, Anna. What’s going on here?”


  She gives me one of those patented teenage looks, as if to say that there’s no way she and I descended from the same evolutionary chain. “We’re going to court.”


  “That’s not what I’m asking. I want to know why we’re going to court.”


  “Well, Campbell, I guess you cut the first day of law school, but that’s pretty much what happens when someone files a lawsuit.”


  I level my gaze on her, refusing to be bested. “Anna, why are we going to court?”


  She doesn’t blink. “Why do you have a service dog?”


  I rap my fingers on the steering wheel and look out over the park. A mother pushes a stroller now, across the same spot where the jogger was, oblivious to the kid who’s trying his best to crawl out. A titter of birds explodes from a tree. “I don’t talk about this with anyone,” I say.


  “I’m not just anyone.”


  I take a deep breath. “A long time ago I got sick and wound up with an ear infection. But for whatever reason, the medicine didn’t work and I got nerve damage. I’m totally deaf in my left ear. Which isn’t such a big deal, in the long run, but there are certain lifestyle issues I couldn’t handle. Like hearing a car approach, you know, but not being able to tell what direction it’s coming from. Or having someone behind me at the grocery store who wants to pass by me in the aisle, but I don’t hear her ask. I got trained with Judge so that in those circumstances, he could be my ears.” I hesitate. “I don’t like people feeling sorry for me. Hence, the big secret.”


  Anna stares at me carefully. “I came to your office because just for once, I wanted it to be about me instead of Kate.”


  But this selfish confession saws out of her sideways; it just doesn’t fit. This lawsuit has never been about Anna wanting her sister to die, but simply that she wants a chance to live. “You’re lying.”


  Anna crosses her arms. “Well, you lied first. You hear perfectly fine.”


  “And you’re a brat.” I start to laugh. “You remind me of me.”


  “Is that supposed to be a good thing?” Anna says, but she’s smiling.


  The park is starting to get more crowded. An entire school group walks the path, toddlers tethered together like sled-dog huskies, pulling two teachers in their wake. Someone zooms past on a racing bike, wearing the colors of the U.S. Postal Service. “C’mon. I’ll treat you to breakfast.”


  “But we’re late.”


  I shrug. “Who’s counting?”


  •••


  Judge DeSalvo is not a happy man; Anna’s little field trip this morning has cost us an hour and a half. He glares at me when Judge and I hurry into his chambers for the pretrial conference. “Your Honor, I apologize. We had a veterinary emergency.”


  I feel, rather than see, Sara’s mouth drop open. “That’s not what opposing counsel indicated,” the judge says.


  I look DeSalvo right in the eye. “Well, it’s what happened. Anna was kind enough to help me by keeping the dog calm while the sliver of glass was removed from his paw.”


  The judge is dubious. But there are laws against handicapped discrimination, and I’m playing them to the hilt; the last thing I want is for him to blame Anna for this delay. “Is there any way of resolving this petition without a hearing?” he asks.


  “I’m afraid not.” Anna may not be willing to share her secrets, which I can only respect, but she knows that she wants to go through with this.


  The judge accepts my answer. “Mrs. Fitzgerald, I take it you’re still representing yourself?”


  “Yes, Your Honor,” she says.


  “All right then.” Judge DeSalvo glances at each of us. “This is family court, Counselors. In family court, and especially in hearings like these, I tend to personally relax the rules of evidence because I don’t want a contentious hearing. I’m able to filter out what is admissible and what is not, and if there’s something truly objectionable, I’ll listen to the objection, but I would prefer that we get through this hearing quickly, without worrying about form.” He looks directly at me. “I want this to be as painless as possible for everyone involved.”


  We move into the courtroom—one that’s smaller than the criminal courts, but intimidating all the same. I swing into the lobby to pick Anna up along the way. As we cross through the doorway, she stops dead. She glances at the vast paneled walls, the rows of chairs, the imposing bench. “Campbell,” she whispers, “I won’t have to stand up there and talk, right?”


  The fact is, the judge will most likely want to hear what she has to say. Even if Julia comes out in support of her petition, even if Brian says he will help Anna, Judge DeSalvo may want her to take the stand. But telling her this right now is only going to get her all worked up—and that’s not any way to start a hearing.


  I think about the conversation in the car, when Anna called me a liar. There are two reasons to not tell the truth—because lying will get you what you want, and because lying will keep someone from getting hurt. It’s for both of these reasons that I give Anna this answer. “Well,” I say, “I doubt it.”


  •••


  “Judge,” I begin, “I know it’s not traditional practice, but there’s something I’d like to say before we start calling witnesses.”


  Judge DeSalvo sighs. “Isn’t this sort of standing on ceremony exactly what I asked you not to do?”


  “Your Honor, I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think it was important.”


  “Make it quick,” the judge says.


  I stand up and approach the bench. “Your Honor, all of Anna Fitzgerald’s life she has been medically treated for her sister’s good, not her own. No one doubts Sara Fitzgerald’s love for all her children, or the decisions she’s made that have prolonged Kate’s life. But today we have to doubt the decisions she’s made for this child.”


  I turn, and see Julia watching me carefully. And suddenly I remember that old ethics assignment, and know what I have to say. “You might remember the recent case of the firefighters in Worcester, Massachusetts, who were killed in a blaze started by a homeless woman. She knew the fire had started and she left the building, but she never called 911 because she thought she might get into trouble. Six men died that night, and yet the State couldn’t hold this woman responsible, because in America—even if the consequences are tragic—you are not responsible for someone else’s safety. You aren’t obligated to help anyone in distress. Not if you’re the one who started the fire, not if you’re a passerby to a car wreck, not if you’re a perfectly matched donor.”


  I look at Julia again. “We’re here today because there’s a difference in our system of justice between what’s legal and what’s moral. Sometimes it’s easy to tell them apart. But every now and then, especially when they rub up against each other, right sometimes looks wrong, and wrong sometimes looks right.” I walk back to my seat, and stand in front of it. “We’re here today,” I finish, “so that this Court can help us all see a little more clearly.”


  •••


  My first witness is opposing counsel. I watch Sara walk to the stand unsteadily, a sailor getting her sea legs again. She manages to get herself into the seat and be sworn in without ever breaking her gaze away from Anna.


  “Judge, I’d like permission to treat Mrs. Fitzgerald as a hostile witness.”


  The judge frowns. “Mr. Alexander, I truly would hope that both you and Mrs. Fitzgerald can stand to be civilized, here.”


  “Understood, Your Honor.” I walk toward Sara. “Can you state your name?”


  She lifts her chin a fraction. “Sara Crofton Fitzgerald.”


  “You are the mother of the minor child Anna Fitzgerald?”


  “Yes. And also of Kate and Jesse.”


  “Isn’t it true that your daughter Kate was diagnosed with acute promyelocytic leukemia at age two?”


  “That’s right.”


  “At that time did you and your husband decide to conceive a child who would be genetically programmed to be an organ donor for Kate, so that she could be cured?”


  Sara’s face hardens. “Not the words I would choose, but that was the story behind Anna’s conception, yes. We were planning to use Anna’s umbilical cord blood for a transplant.”


  “Why didn’t you try to find an unrelated donor?”


  “It’s much more dangerous. The risk of mortality would have been far higher with someone who wasn’t related to Kate.”


  “So how old was Anna when she first donated an organ or tissue to her sister?”


  “Kate had the transplant a month after Anna was born.”


  I shake my head. “I didn’t ask when Kate received it; I asked when Anna donated it. The cord blood was taken from Anna moments after birth, isn’t that right?”


  “Yes,” Sara says, “but Anna wasn’t even aware of it.”


  “How old was Anna the next time she donated some body part to Kate?”


  Sara winces, just as I have expected. “She was five when she gave donor lymphocytes.”


  “What does that involve?”


  “Drawing blood from the crooks of her arms.”


  “Did Anna agree to let you put a needle in her arm?”


  “She was five years old,” Sara answers.


  “Did you ask her if you could put a needle in her arm?”


  “I asked her to help her sister.”


  “Isn’t it true that someone had to physically hold Anna down to get the needle in her arm?”


  Sara looks at Anna, closes her eyes. “Yes.”


  “Do you call that voluntary participation, Mrs. Fitzgerald?” From the corner of my eye I can see Judge DeSalvo’s brows draw together. “The first time you took lymphocytes from Anna, were there any side effects?”


  “She had some bruising. Some tenderness.”


  “How long was it before you took blood again?”


  “A month.”


  “Did she have to be held down that time, too?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “What were her side effects then?”


  “The same.” Sara shakes her head. “You don’t understand. It wasn’t like I didn’t see what was happening to Anna, every time she underwent a procedure. It doesn’t matter which of your children you see in that situation—every single time, it breaks you apart.”


  “And yet, Mrs. Fitzgerald, you managed to get past that sentiment,” I say, “because you took blood from Anna a third time.”


  “It took that long to get all the lymphocytes,” Sara says. “It’s not an exact procedure.”


  “How old was Anna the next time she had to undergo medical treatment for her sister’s well-being?”


  “When Kate was nine she got a raging infection and—”


  “Again, that’s not what I asked. I want to know what happened to Anna when she was six.”


  “She donated granulocytes to fight Kate’s infection. It’s a process a lot like a lymphocyte donation.”


  “Another needle stick?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Did you ask her if she was willing to donate the granulocytes?”


  Sara doesn’t answer. “Mrs. Fitzgerald,” the judge prompts.


  She turns toward her daughter, pleading. “Anna, you know we never did any of these things to hurt you. It hurt all of us. If you got the bruises on the outside, then we got them on the inside.”


  “Mrs. Fitzgerald,” I step between her and Anna. “Did you ask her?”


  “Please don’t do this,” Sara says. “We all know the history. I’ll stipulate to whatever it is you’re trying to do in the process of crucifying me. I’d rather just get this part over with.”


  “Because it’s hard to hear it hashed out again, isn’t it?” I know I’m walking a fine line, but behind me there is Anna, and I want her to know that someone here is willing to go the distance for her. “Added up like this, it doesn’t seem quite so innocuous, does it?”


  “Mr. Alexander, what is the point of this?” Judge DeSalvo says. “I am well aware of the number of procedures Anna’s undergone.”


  “Because we have Kate’s medical history, Your Honor, not Anna’s.”


  Judge DeSalvo looks between us. “Be brief, Counselor.”


  I turn to Sara. “Bone marrow,” she says woodenly, before I can ask the question. “She was put under general anesthesia because she was so young, and needles were put into the crests of her hips to draw out the marrow.”


  “Was it one needle stick, like the other procedures?”


  “No,” Sara says quietly. “It was about fifteen.”


  “Into the bone?”


  “Yes.”


  “What were the side effects for Anna this time around?”


  “She had some pain, and was given some analgesics.”


  “So this time, Anna had to be hospitalized overnight... and she needed medication herself?”


  Sara takes a minute to compose herself. “I was told that donating marrow isn’t considered a particularly invasive procedure for a donor. Maybe I was just waiting to hear those words; maybe I needed to hear them at that time. And maybe I was not thinking as much of Anna as I should have been, because I was so focused on Kate. But I know beyond a doubt that—like everyone else in our family—Anna wanted nothing more than for her sister to be cured.”


  “Well, sure,” I reply, “so that you’d stop sticking needles in her.”


  “Enough, Mr. Alexander,” Judge DeSalvo interjects.


  “Wait,” Sara interrupts. “I have something to say.” She turns to me. “You think you can lay it all out in words, black-and-white, as if it’s that easy. But you only represent one of my daughters, Mr. Alexander, and only in this courtroom. I represent both of them equally, everywhere, every place. I love both of them equally, everywhere, every place.”


  “But you admitted that you’ve always considered Kate’s health, not Anna’s, in making these choices,” I point out. “So how can you claim to love both of them equally? How can you say that you haven’t been favoring one child in your decisions?”


  “Aren’t you asking me to do that very thing?” Sara asks. “Only this time, to favor the other child?”


  ANNA


  [image: Images]


  WHEN YOU ARE A KID you have your own language, and unlike French or Spanish or whatever you start learning in fourth grade, this one you’re born with, and eventually lose. Everyone under the age of seven is fluent in Ifspeak; go hang around with someone under three feet tall and you’ll see. What if a giant funnelweb spider crawled out of that hole over your head and bit you on the neck? What if the only antidote for venom was locked up in a vault on the top of a mountain? What if you lived through the bite, but could only move your eyelids and blink out an alphabet? It doesn’t really matter how far you go; the point is that it’s a world of possibility. Kids think with their brains cracked wide open; becoming an adult, I’ve decided, is only a slow sewing shut.


  •••


  During the first recess, Campbell takes me to a conference room for privacy and buys me a Coke that isn’t cold. “So,” he says. “What do you think so far?”


  Being in the courtroom is weird. It’s like I’ve turned into a ghost—I can watch what’s going on, but even if I felt like speaking no one would be able to hear me. Add to that the very bizarre way I have to listen to everyone talk about my life as if they can’t see me sitting right there, and you’ve landed in my surreal little corner of earth.


  Campbell pops open his 7 UP and sits down across from me. He pours a little into a paper cup for Judge, and then takes a good long drink. “Comments?” he says. “Questions? Unadulterated praise for my skillful litigation?”


  I shrug. “It’s not like I expected.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I guess I figured when it started, I’d know for sure that I was doing the right thing. But when my mom was up there, and you were asking her all those questions...” I glance up at him. “That part about it not being simple. She’s right.”


  What if I was the one who was sick? What if Kate had been asked to do what I’ve done? What if one of these days, some marrow or blood or whatever actually worked, and that was the end? What if I could look back on all this one day and feel good about what I did, instead of feeling guilty? What if the judge doesn’t think I’m right?


  What if he does?


  I can’t answer a single one of these, which is how I know that whether I’m ready or not, I’m growing up.


  “Anna.” Campbell gets up and comes around to my side of the table. “Now is not the time to start changing your mind.”


  “I’m not changing my mind.” I roll the can between my palms. “I think I’m just saying that even if we win, we don’t.”


  •••


  When I was twelve I started baby-sitting for twins who live down the street. They’re only six, and they don’t like the dark, so I usually wind up sitting between them on a stool that’s shaped like the stubby foot of an elephant, toenails and all. It never fails to amaze me how quickly a kid can shut off an energy switch—they’ll be climbing the curtains and bam, five minutes later, they’re conked out. Was I ever like that? I can’t remember, and it makes me feel ancient.


  Every now and then one of the twins will fall asleep before the other one. “Anna,” his brother will say, “how many years till I can drive?”


  “Ten,” I tell him.


  “How many years till you can drive?”


  “Three.”


  Then the talk will split off like the spokes of a spiderweb—what kind of car will I buy; what will I be when I grow up; does it suck to get homework every night in middle school. It’s totally a ploy to stay up a little bit later. Sometimes I fall for it, mostly I just make him go to sleep. See, I get a round hollow spot in my belly knowing I could tell him what’s coming, but also knowing it would come out sounding like a warning.


  •••


  The second witness Campbell calls is Dr. Bergen, the head of the medical ethics committee at Providence Hospital. He has salt-and-pepper hair and a face dented in like a potato. He is smaller than you’d expect, too, given the fact that it takes him just short of a millennium to recite his credentials.


  “Dr. Bergen,” Campbell starts, “what’s an ethics committee?”


  “A diverse group of doctors, RNs, clergy, ethicists, and scientists, who are assigned to review individual cases to protect patients’ rights. In Western Bioethics, there are six principles we try to follow.” He ticks them off on his fingers. “Autonomy, or the idea that any patient over age eighteen has the right to refuse treatment; veracity, which is basically informed consent; fidelity—that is, a health-care provider fulfilling his duties; beneficence, or doing what’s in the best interests of the patient; nonmaleficence—when you can no longer do good, you shouldn’t do harm... like performing major surgery on a terminal patient who’s 102 years old; and finally, justice—that no patient should be discriminated against in receiving treatment.”


  “What does an ethics committee do?”


  “Generally, we’re called to convene when there’s a discrepancy about patient care. For example, if a physician feels it’s in the patient’s best interests to go on with extraordinary measures, and the family doesn’t—or vice versa.”


  “So you don’t see every case that passes through a hospital?”


  “No. Only when there are complaints, or if the attending physician asks for a consultation. We review the situation and make recommendations.”


  “Not decisions?”


  “No,” Dr. Bergen says.


  “What if the patient complaining is a minor?” Campbell asks.


  “Consent isn’t necessary until age thirteen. We rely on parents to make informed choices for their children until that point.”


  “What if they can’t?”


  He blinks. “You mean if they’re not physically present?”


  “No. I mean if there’s another agenda they’re adhering to, that in some way keeps them from making choices in the best interests of that child?”


  My mother stands up. “Objection,” she says. “He’s speculating.”


  “Sustained,” Judge DeSalvo replies.


  Without missing a beat, Campbell turns back to his witness. “Do parents control their children’s health-care decisions until age eighteen?”


  Well, I could answer that. Parents control everything, unless you’re like Jesse and you do enough to upset them that they’d rather ignore you than pretend you actually exist.


  “Legally,” Dr. Bergen says. “However, once a child reaches adolescence, although they can’t give formal consent, they have to agree to any hospital procedure—even if their parents have already signed off on it.”


  This rule, if you ask me, is like the law against jaywalking. Everyone knows you’re not supposed to do it, but that doesn’t actually stop you.


  Dr. Bergen is still talking. “In the rare instance where a parent and an adolescent patient disagree, the ethics committee weighs several factors: whether the procedure is in the adolescent’s best interests, the risk/benefit scenario, the age and maturity of the adolescent, and the argument he or she presents.”


  “Has the ethics committee at Providence Hospital ever met regarding the care of Kate Fitzgerald?” Campbell asks.


  “On two occasions,” Dr. Bergen says. “The first involved allowing her to enter a trial for peripheral blood stem cell transplant in 2002, when her bone marrow transplant and several other options had failed. The second, more recently, involved whether or not it would be in her best interests to receive a donor kidney.”


  “What was the outcome, Dr. Bergen?”


  “We recommended that Kate Fitzgerald receive a peripheral blood stem cell transplant. As for the kidney, our group was split on that decision.”


  “Can you explain?”


  “Several of us felt that, at this point, the patient’s health care had deteriorated to a point where major invasive transplant surgery was going to do more harm than good. Others believed that without a transplant, she would still die, and therefore the benefits outweighed the risk.”


  “If your team was split, then who gets to decide what will ultimately happen?”


  “In Kate’s case, because she is still a minor, her parents.”


  “During either of the times that your committee met regarding Kate’s medical treatment, did you discuss the risks and benefits to the donor?”


  “That wasn’t the issue at stake—”


  “What about the consent of the donor, Anna Fitzgerald?”


  Dr. Bergen looks right at me, sympathetic, which it turns out is worse even than him thinking I’m a horrible person for filing this petition in the first place. He shakes his head. “It goes without saying that no hospital in the country is going to take a kidney out of a child who doesn’t want to donate it.”


  “So, theoretically, if Anna was fighting this decision, the case would most likely land on your desk?”


  “Well—”


  “Has Anna’s case landed on your desk, Doctor?”


  “No.”


  Campbell advances toward him. “Can you tell us why?”


  “Because she isn’t a patient.”


  “Really?” He pulls a stack of papers out from his briefcase, and hands them to the judge, and then to Dr. Bergen. “These are Anna Fitzgerald’s hospital records at Providence Hospital for the past thirteen years. Why would there be records for her, if she wasn’t a patient?”


  Dr. Bergen flips through them. “She’s had several invasive procedures,” he admits.


  Go, Campbell, I think. I am not one to believe in knights who ride in to rescue damsels in distress, but I bet it feels a little like this. “Doesn’t it strike you as odd that in thirteen years, given the thickness of this file and the fact it exists in the first place, the medical ethics committee never once convened to discuss what was being done to Anna?”


  “We were under the impression that donation was her wish.”


  “Are you telling me that if Anna had previously said she didn’t want to give up lymphocytes or granulocytes or cord blood or even a bee sting kit in her backpack—the ethics committee would have acted differently?”


  “I know where you’re going with this, Mr. Alexander,” the psychiatrist says coldly. “The problem is that this kind of medical situation hasn’t existed before. There is no precedent. We’re trying to feel our way as best we can.”


  “Isn’t your job as an ethics committee to look at situations that haven’t existed before?”


  “Well. Yes.”


  “Dr. Bergen, in your expert opinion, is it ethically right for Anna Fitzgerald to have been asked to donate parts of her own body repeatedly for thirteen years?”


  “Objection!” my mother calls out.


  The judge strokes his chin. “I want to hear this.”


  Dr. Bergen glances at me again. “Quite frankly, even before I knew that Anna didn’t want to be a participant, I voted against her donating a kidney to her sister. I don’t believe Kate would live through the transplant, and therefore Anna would undergo a serious operation for no reason at all. Up until this point, however, I think that the risk of the procedures was small, compared to the benefit the family as a whole received, and I support the choices the Fitzgeralds made for Anna.”


  Campbell pretends to consider this. “Dr. Bergen, what kind of car do you drive?”


  “A Porsche.”


  “Bet you like it.”


  “I do,” he says guardedly.


  “What if I told you that you have to give up your Porsche before you leave this courtroom, because that action will save Judge DeSalvo’s life?”


  “That’s ridiculous. You—”


  Campbell leans in. “What if you had no choice? What if, today, psychiatrists simply have to do whatever lawyers decide is in the best interests of others?”


  He rolls his eyes. “In spite of the high drama you’re alluding to, Mr. Alexander, there are basic donor rights, safeguards put into place in medicine, so that the greater good doesn’t steamroll the pioneers who help create it. The United States has a long and nasty history of the abuse of informed consent, which is what led to laws relating to Human Subjects Research. It keeps people from being used as experimental lab rats.”


  “Then tell us,” Campbell says, “how the hell did Anna Fitzgerald slip through the cracks?”


  •••


  When I was only seven months old, there was a block party in our neighborhood. It’s just as bad as you’re thinking: Jell-O molds and towers of cheese cubes and dancing in the street to music piped out of someone’s living room stereo. I, of course, have no personal recollection of any of this—I was plopped down in one of those walkers they made for babies before babies started overturning them and cracking their heads open.


  At any rate, I was in my walker, tooling around between the tables and watching the other kids, so the story goes, when I sort of lost my footing. Our block is canted at an angle, and suddenly the wheels were moving faster than I could make them stop. I whizzed past adults, under the barricade the cops had put up at the end of the road to shut it off to traffic, and I was heading right for a main drag full of cars.


  But Kate came out of nowhere and ran after me. She somehow managed to grab me by the back of my shirt moments before I got hit by a passing Toyota.


  Every now and then, someone on the block brings this up. Me, I remember it as the time she saved me, instead of the other way around.


  •••


  My mother gets her first chance to play lawyer. “Dr. Bergen,” she says, “how long have you known of my family?”


  “I’ve been at Providence Hospital for ten years now.”


  “In those ten years, when some aspect of Kate’s treatment was presented to you, what did you do?”


  “Come up with a plan of action that was recommended,” he says. “Or an alternate, if possible.”


  “When you did, at any point in your report did you mention that Anna shouldn’t be a part of it?”


  “No.”


  “Did you ever say this would hurt Anna considerably?”


  “No.”


  “Or put her in grave medical danger herself?”


  “No.”


  Maybe it’s not Campbell, after all, who will turn out to be my white knight. Maybe it’s my mother.


  “Dr. Bergen,” she asks, “do you have kids?”


  The doctor looks up. “I have a son. He’s thirteen.”


  “Have you ever looked at these cases that come to the medical ethics committee and put yourself in a patient’s shoes? Or better yet, a parent’s shoes?”


  “I have,” he admits.


  “If you were me,” my mother says, “and the medical ethics committee handed you back a piece of paper with a suggested course of action that would save your son’s life, would you question them further... or would you just jump at the chance?”


  He doesn’t answer. He doesn’t have to.


  •••


  Judge DeSalvo calls a second recess after that. Campbell says something about getting up and stretching my legs. So I start to follow him out, walking right past my mother. As I pass by, I feel her hand on my waist, tugging down my T-shirt, which is riding up in the back. She hates the spaghetti-strap girls, the ones who come to school in halters and low-riders, like they’re trying out as dancers in a Britney Spears video instead of going to math class. I can almost hear her voice: Please tell me that shrank in the wash.


  She seems to realize mid-tug that maybe she shouldn’t have done this. I stop, and Campbell stops, too, and her face goes bright red. “Sorry,” she says.


  I put my hand over hers and tuck my shirt into the back of my jeans where it should be. I look at Campbell. “Meet you outside?”


  He’s giving me a look that has Bad Idea written all over it, but he nods and heads down the aisle. Then my mother and I are nearly alone in the courtroom. I lean forward and kiss her on the cheek. “You did really great up there,” I tell her, because I don’t know how to say what I really want to: that the people you love can surprise you every day. That maybe who we are isn’t so much about what we do, but rather what we’re capable of when we least expect it.


  SARA
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  2002


  KATE MEETS TAYLOR AMBROSE when they are sitting side by side, hooked up to IVs. “What are you here for?” she asks, and I immediately look up from my book, because in all the years that Kate has been receiving outpatient treatment I cannot remember her initiating a conversation.


  The boy she is talking to is not much older than she is, maybe sixteen to her fourteen. He has brown eyes that dance, and is wearing a Bruins cap over his bald head. “The free cocktails,” he answers, and the dimples in his cheeks deepen.


  Kate grins. “Happy hour,” she says, and she looks up at the bag of platelets being infused into her.


  “I’m Taylor.” He holds out his hand. “AML.”


  “Kate. APL.”


  He whistles, and raises his brows. “Ooh,” he says. “A rarity.”


  Kate tosses her cropped hair. “Aren’t we all?”


  I watch this, amazed. Who is this flirt, and what has she done with my little girl?


  “Platelets,” he says, scrutinizing the label on her IV bag. “You’re in remission?”


  “Today, anyway.” Kate glances at his pole, the telltale black bag that covers the Cytoxan. “Chemo?”


  “Yeah. Today, anyway. So, Kate,” Taylor says. He has that rangy puppy look of a sixteen-year-old, one with knobby knees and thick fingers and cheekbones he hasn’t yet grown into. When he crosses his arms, the muscles swell. I realize he’s doing this on purpose, and I duck my head to hide a smile. “What do you do when you’re not at Providence Hospital?”


  She thinks, and then a slow smile lights her up from the inside out. “Wait for something that makes me come back.”


  This makes Taylor laugh out loud. “Maybe sometime we can wait together,” he says, and he passes her a wrapper from a gauze pad. “Can I have your phone number?”


  Kate scribbles it down as Taylor’s IV begins to beep. The nurse comes in and unhooks his line. “You’re outta here, Taylor,” she says. “Where’s your ride?”


  “Waiting downstairs. I’m all set.” He gets out of the padded chair slowly, almost weakly, the first reminder that this is not some casual conversation. He slips the piece of paper with our phone number into his pocket. “Well, I’ll call you, Kate.”


  When he leaves Kate lets all her breath out in a dramatic finish. She rolls her head after him. “Oh my God,” she gasps. “He is gorgeous.”


  The nurse, checking her flow, grins. “Tell me about it, honey. If only I were thirty years younger.”


  Kate turns to me, blooming. “You think he’ll call?”


  “Maybe,” I say.


  “Where do you think we’ll go out?”


  I think of Brian, who has always said that Kate can date... when she’s forty. “Let’s take one step at a time,” I suggest. But inside, I am singing.


  •••


  The arsenic, which ultimately put Kate into remission, worked its magic by wearing her down. Taylor Ambrose, a drug of an entirely different sort, works his magic by building her up. It becomes a habit: when the phone rings at seven P.M., Kate flies from the dinner table and hides in a closet with the portable receiver. The rest of us clear the dinner plates and spend time in the living room and get ready for bed, hearing little more than giggles and whispers, and then Kate emerges from her cocoon, flushed and glowing, first love beating like a hummingbird at the pulse in her throat. Every time it happens, I can’t stop staring. It is not that Kate is so beautiful, although she is; it’s that I never really let myself believe that I would see her all grown up.


  I follow her into the bathroom one night, after one of her marathon phone sessions. Kate stares at herself in the mirror, pursing her lips and raising her brows in a come-hither pose. Her hand comes up to her cropped hair—after the chemo, it never grew back in waves, just thick straight tufts that she usually cultivates with mousse to look like bedhead. She holds her palm out, as if she still expects to see hair shedding.


  “What do you think he sees when he looks at me?” Kate asks.


  I come to stand behind her. She is not the child that mirrors me—that would be Jesse—and yet when you put us side by side, there are definite similarities. It’s not in the shape of the mouth but the set of it, the sheer determination that silvers our eyes.


  “I think he sees a girl who knows what he’s been through,” I tell her honestly.


  “I got on the internet and read up on AML,” she says. “His leukemia’s got a pretty high cure rate.” She turns to me. “When you care more if someone else lives than you do about yourself... is that what love’s like?”


  It is hard, all of a sudden, to pull an answer through the tunnel of my throat. “Exactly.”


  Kate runs the tap and washes her face with a foam of soap. I hand her a towel, and as she rises from the cloud of it, she says, “Something bad’s going to happen.”


  On alert, I search her out for clues. “What’s the matter?”


  “Nothing. But that’s the way it works. If there’s something as good as Taylor in my life, I’m going to pay for it.”


  “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” I say out of habit, yet there is a truth to this. Anyone who believes that people have ultimate control of what life hands to them needs only to spend a day in the shoes of a child with leukemia. Or her mother. “Maybe you’re finally getting a break,” I say.


  Three days later, during a routine CBC, the hematologist tells us that Kate is once again throwing promyelocytes, the first slide down a steep slope of relapse.


  •••


  I have never eavesdropped, at least not intentionally, until the night that Kate comes back from her first date with Taylor, to see a movie. She tiptoes into her room and sits down on Anna’s bed. “You awake?” she asks.


  Anna rolls over, groans. “I am now.” Sleep slips away from her, like a shawl falling to the floor. “How was it?”


  “Wow,” Kate says, and she laughs. “Wow.”


  “How wow? Like, tonsil hockey wow?”


  “You are so disgusting,” Kate whispers, although there’s a smile behind it. “But he is a really good kisser.” She dangles this like a fisherman.


  “Get out!” Anna’s voice shines. “So what was it like?”


  “Flying,” Kate answers. “I bet it feels just the same way.”


  “I don’t get what that has in common with someone slobbering all over you.”


  “God, Anna, it’s not like he spits on you.”


  “What does Taylor taste like?”


  “Popcorn.” She laughs. “And guy.”


  “How did you know what to do?”


  “I didn’t. It just kind of happened. Like the way you play hockey.”


  This, finally, makes sense to Anna. “Well,” she says, “I do feel pretty good when I’m doing that.”


  “You have no idea,” Kate sighs. There is some movement; I imagine her stripping off her clothes. I wonder if Taylor is imagining the same, somewhere.


  Pillow is punched, cover yanked back, sheets rustle as Kate gets into bed and rolls onto her side. “Anna?”


  “Hmm?”


  “He has scars on his palms, from graft-versus-host,” Kate murmurs. “I could feel them when we were holding hands.”


  “Was it gross?”


  “No,” she says. “It was like we matched.”


  •••


  At first, I can’t get Kate to agree to undergo the peripheral blood stem cell transplant. She refuses because she doesn’t want to be hospitalized for chemo, doesn’t want to have to sit in reverse isolation for the next six weeks when she could be going out with Taylor Ambrose. “It’s your life,” I point out to her, and she looks at me as if I’m crazy.


  “Exactly,” she says.


  In the end, we compromise. The oncology team agrees to let Kate begin her chemo as an outpatient, in preparation for a transplant from Anna. At home, she agrees to wear a mask. At the first indication of her counts dropping, she’ll be hospitalized. They aren’t happy; they worry it will affect the procedure, but like me they also understand that Kate has reached the age where she can bargain with her will.


  As it turns out, this separation anxiety is all for naught, since Taylor shows up for Kate’s first outpatient chemo appointment. “What are you doing here?”


  “I can’t seem to stay away,” he jokes. “Hey, Mrs. Fitzgerald.” He sits down beside Kate in the empty adjoining chair. “God, it feels good to be in one of these without an IV hookup.”


  “Rub it in,” Kate mutters.


  Taylor puts his hand on her arm. “How far into it are you?”


  “Just started.”


  He gets up and sits on the wide arm of Kate’s chair, picks the emesis basin up from Kate’s lap. “A hundred bucks says you can’t make it till three without tossing your cookies.”


  Kate glances at the clock. It is 2:50. “You’re on.”


  “What did you have for lunch?” He grins, wicked. “Or should I guess based on the colors?”


  “You’re disgusting,” Kate says, but her smile is as wide as the sea. Taylor puts his hand on her shoulder. She leans into the contact.


  The first time Brian touched me, he saved my life. There had been cataclysmic downpours in Providence, a nor’easter that swelled the tides and put the parking lot at the courthouse entirely underwater. I was clerking then, when we were evacuated. Brian’s department was in charge; I walked onto the stone steps of the building to see cars floating by, and abandoned purses, and even a terrified paddling dog. While I had been filing briefs, the world I knew had been submerged. “Need a hand?” Brian asked, dressed in his full turnout gear, and he held out his arms. As he swam me to higher ground, rain struck my face and pelted my back. I wondered how—in a deluge—I could feel like I was being burned alive.


  “What’s the longest you’ve ever gone before throwing up?” Kate asks Taylor.


  “Two days.”


  “Get out.”


  The nurse glances up from her paperwork. “True,” she confirms. “I saw it with my own eyes.”


  Taylor grins at her. “I told you, I’m a master at this.” He looks at the clock: 2:57.


  “Don’t you have anywhere else you’d rather be?” Kate says.


  “Trying to weasel out of the bet?”


  “Trying to spare you. Although—” Before she can finish, she goes green. Both the nurse and I rise from ours seats, but Taylor reaches Kate first. He holds the vomit basin beneath her chin and when she starts retching, he rubs his hand in slow circles on her upper back.


  “It’s okay,” he soothes, close to her temple.


  The nurse and I exchange glances. “Looks like she’s in good hands,” the nurse says, and she leaves to take care of another patient.


  When Kate is finished, Taylor puts the basin aside and wipes her mouth with a tissue. She looks up at him, glow-eyed and flushed, her nose still running. “Sorry,” she mutters.


  “For what?” Taylor says. “Tomorrow, it could be me.”


  I wonder if all mothers feel like this the moment they realize their daughters are growing up—as if it is impossible to believe that the laundry I once folded for her was doll-sized; as if I can still see her dancing in lazy pirouettes along the lip of the sandbox. Wasn’t it yesterday that her hand was only as big as the sand dollar she found on the beach? That same hand, the one that’s holding a boy’s; wasn’t it just holding mine, tugging so that I might stop and see the spiderweb, the milkweed pod, any of a thousand moments she wanted me to freeze? Time is an optical illusion—never quite as solid or strong as we think it is. You would assume that, given everything, I saw this coming. But watching Kate watch this boy, I see I have a thousand things to learn.


  “I’m some fun date,” Kate murmurs.


  Taylor smiles at her. “Fries,” he says. “For lunch.”


  Kate smacks his shoulder. “You are disgusting.”


  He raises one brow. “You lost the bet, you know.”


  “I seem to have left my trust fund at home.”


  Taylor pretends to study her. “OK, I know what you can give me instead.”


  “Sexual favors?” Kate says, forgetting I am here.


  “Gee, I don’t know,” Taylor laughs. “Should we ask your mom?”


  She goes plum-red. “Oops.”


  “Keep this up,” I warn, “and your next date will be during a bone marrow aspiration.”


  “You know the hospital has this dance, right?” Suddenly, Taylor is jittery; his knee bobs up and down. “It’s for kids who are sick. There are doctors and nurses there, in case, and it’s held in one of the conference rooms at the hospital, but for the most part it’s just like a regular prom. You know, lame band, ugly tuxes, punch spiked with platelets.” He swallows. “I’m just kidding about that last part. Well, I went last year, stag, and it was pretty dumb, but I figure since you’re a patient and I’m a patient maybe this year we could, like, go together.”


  Kate, with an aplomb I never would have guessed she possesses, considers the offer. “When is it?”


  “Saturday.”


  “As it turns out, I don’t have plans to kick the bucket that day.” She beams at him. “I’d love to.”


  “Cool,” Taylor says, smiling. “Very cool.” He reaches for a fresh basin, careful of Kate’s IV line, which snakes down between them. I wonder if her heart is pumping faster, if it will affect the medication. If she’ll be sicker, sooner rather than later.


  Taylor settles Kate into the crook of his arm. Together, they wait for what comes next.


  •••


  “It’s too low,” I say, as Kate holds a pale yellow dress up below her neck. From the spot on the boutique floor where she is sitting, Anna offers up her opinion, too: “You’d look like a banana.”


  We have been shopping for a prom dress for hours. Kate has only two days to prepare for this dance, and it has become an obsession: what she will wear, how she will do her makeup, if the band is going to play anything remotely decent. Her hair, of course, is not an issue; after chemo she lost it all. She hates wigs—they feel like bugs on her scalp, she says—but she’s too self-conscious to go commando. Today, she has wrapped a batik scarf around her head, like a proud, pale African queen.


  The reality of this outing hasn’t matched Kate’s dreams. Dresses that normal girls wear to proms bare the midriff or shoulders, where Kate’s skin is riddled and thickened with scarring. They cling in all the wrong places. They are cut to showcase a healthy, hale body, not to hide the lack of it.


  The saleswoman who hovers like a hummingbird takes the dress from Kate. “It’s actually quite modest,” she pushes. “It really does cover up a fair amount of cleavage.”


  “Will it cover this?” Kate snaps, popping open the buttons of her peasant blouse to reveal her recently replaced Hickman catheter, which sprouts from the center of her chest.


  The saleswoman gasps before she can remember to stop herself. “Oh,” she says faintly.


  “Kate!” I scold.


  She shakes her head. “Let’s just get out of here.”


  As soon as we are on the street in front of the boutique I lace into her. “Just because you’re angry, you don’t have to take it out on the rest of the world.”


  “Well, she’s a bitch,” Kate retorts. “Did you see her looking at my scarf?”


  “Maybe she just liked the pattern,” I say dryly.


  “Yeah, and maybe I’m going to wake up tomorrow and not be sick.” Her words fall like boulders between us, cracking the sidewalk. “I’m not going to find a stupid dress. I don’t know why I even told Taylor I’d go in the first place.”


  “Don’t you think every other girl who’s going to that dance is in the same boat? Trying to find gowns that cover up tubes and bruises and wires and colostomy bags and God knows what?”


  “I don’t care about anyone else,” Kate says. “I wanted to look good. Really good, you know, for one night.”


  “Taylor already thinks you’re beautiful.”


  “Well I don’t!” Kate cries. “I don’t, Mom, and maybe I want to just once.”


  It is a warm day, one where the ground beneath our feet seems to be breathing. The sun beats down on my head, on the back of my neck. What do I say to that? I have never been Kate. I have prayed and begged and wanted to be the one who’s sick in lieu of her, some devil’s Faustian bargain, but that is not the way it’s happened.


  “We’ll sew something,” I suggest. “You can design it.”


  “You don’t know how to sew,” Kate sighs.


  “I’ll learn.”


  “In a day?” She shakes her head. “You can’t fix it every time, Mom. How come I know that, and you don’t?”


  She leaves me on the sidewalk and storms off. Anna runs after her, loops her arm through Kate’s elbow, and drags her into a storefront a few feet away from the boutique, while I hurry to catch up.


  It is a salon, filled with gum-cracking hairstylists. Kate is struggling to get away from Anna, but Anna, she can be strong when she wants to be. “Hey,” Anna says, getting the attention of the receptionist. “Do you work here?”


  “When I’m forced to.”


  “You guys do prom hairstyles?”


  “Sure,” the stylist says. “Like an updo?”


  “Yeah. For my sister.” Anna looks at Kate, who has stopped fighting. A smile glows slowly across her face, like a firefly caught in a jelly jar.


  “That’s right. For me,” Kate says mischievously, and she unwinds the scarf from her bald head.


  Everyone in the salon stops speaking. Kate stands regally straight. “We were thinking of French braids,” Anna continues.


  “A perm,” Kate adds.


  Anna giggles. “Maybe a nice chignon.”


  The stylist swallows, caught between shock and sympathy and political correctness. “Well, um, we might be able to do something for you.” She clears her throat. “There’s always, you know, extensions.”


  “Extensions,” Anna repeats, and Kate bursts out laughing.


  The stylist begins to look behind the girls, toward the ceiling. “Is this like a Candid Camera thing?”


  At that, my daughters collapse into each other’s arms, hysterical. They laugh until they cannot catch their breath. They laugh until they cry.


  •••


  As a chaperone at the Providence Hospital Prom, I am in charge of the punch. Like every other food item provided for the celebrants, it’s neutropenic. The nurses—fairy godmothers for the night—have converted a conference room into a fantasy dance hall, complete with streamers and a disco ball and mood lighting.


  Kate is a vine twined around Taylor. They sway to completely different music than the song that is playing. Kate wears her obligatory blue mask. Taylor has given her a corsage made of silk flowers, because real ones can carry diseases that immunocompromised patients can’t fight off. In the end, I did not wind up sewing a dress; I found one online at Bluefly.com: a gold sheath, cut in a V for Kate’s catheter. But over this is a long-sleeved, sheer shirt, one that wraps at the waist and glimmers when she turns this way and that so when you notice the strange triple tubing coming out by her breastbone, you wonder if it was only a trick of the light.


  We took a thousand photos before leaving the house. When Kate and Taylor had escaped and were waiting for me in the car, I went to put the camera away and found Brian in the kitchen with his back to me. “Hey,” I said. “You going to wave us off? Throw rice?”


  It was only when he turned around that I realized he’d come in here to cry. “I didn’t expect to see this,” he said. “I didn’t think I’d get to have this memory.”


  I fitted myself against him, working our bodies so tight it felt as if we’d been carved from the same smooth stone. “Wait up for us,” I whispered, and then I left.


  Now, I hand a cup of punch to a boy whose hair is just starting to fall out in small tufts. It sheds on the black lapel of his tuxedo. “Thanks,” he says, and I see he has the most beautiful eyes, dark and still as a panther’s. I glance away and realize that Kate and Taylor are gone.


  What if she’s sick? What if he’s sick? I have promised myself I wouldn’t be overprotective, but there are too many children here for the staff to really keep track of. I ask another parent to take over my punch station and then I search out the ladies’ room. I check the supply closet. I walk through empty hallways and dark corridors and even the chapel.


  Finally I hear Kate’s voice through a cracked doorway. She and Taylor stand under a spotlight moon, holding hands. The courtyard they’ve found is a favorite for the residents during the daytime; many doctors who wouldn’t otherwise see the light of the sun take their lunches out here.


  I am about to ask if they’re all right when Kate speaks. “Are you afraid of dying?”


  Taylor shakes his head. “Not really. Sometimes, though, I think about my funeral. If people will say good things, you know, about me. If anyone will cry.” He hesitates. “If anyone will even come.”


  “I will,” Kate promises.


  Taylor dips his head toward Kate’s, and she sways closer, and I realize that this is why I followed them. I knew this was what I would find, and like Brian, I wanted one more picture of my daughter, one that I might worry between my fingers like a piece of sea glass. Taylor lifts up the edges of her blue hygienic mask and I know I should stop him, I know I have to, but I don’t. This much I want her to have.


  When they kiss, it is beautiful: those alabaster heads bent together, smooth as statues—an optical illusion, a mirror image that’s folding into itself.


  •••


  When Kate goes into the hospital for her stem cell transplant, she’s an emotional wreck. She is far less concerned with the runny fluid being infused into her catheter than she is with the fact that Taylor hasn’t called her in three days, and has in fact not returned her calls either. “Did you have a fight?” I ask, and she shakes her head. “Did he say he was going somewhere? Maybe it was an emergency,” I say. “Maybe this has nothing to do with you at all.”


  “Maybe it does,” Kate argues.


  “Then the best revenge is getting healthy enough to give him a piece of your mind,” I point out. “I’ll be right back.”


  In the hallway, I approach Steph, a nurse who has just come on duty and who’s known Kate for years. The truth is, I am just as surprised about Taylor’s lack of communication as Kate is. He knew she was coming in here.


  “Taylor Ambrose,” I ask Steph. “Has he been in today?”


  She looks at me and blinks.


  “Big kid, sweet. Hung up on my daughter,” I joke.


  “Oh, Sara... I thought for sure someone would have told you,” Steph says. “He died this morning.”


  •••


  I don’t tell Kate, not for a month. Not until the day Dr. Chance says Kate is well enough to leave the hospital, until Kate has already convinced herself she was better off without him. I cannot begin to tell you the words I use; none of them are big enough to bear the weight behind them. I mention how I went to Taylor’s house and spoke to his mother; how she broke down in my arms and said she’d wanted to call me, but there was a part of her that was so jealous it swallowed all her speech. She told me that Taylor, who’d come home from the prom walking on air, had walked into her bedroom in the middle of the night, with a 105 degree fever. How maybe it was viral and maybe it was fungal but he’d gone into respiratory distress and then cardiac arrest and after thirty minutes of trying the doctors had to let him go.


  I don’t tell Kate something else Jenna Ambrose said—that afterward, she went inside and stared at her son, who wasn’t her son anymore. That she sat for five whole hours, sure he was going to wake up. That even now she hears noise overhead and thinks Taylor is moving around his room, and that the half-second she is gifted before she remembers the truth is the only reason she gets up each morning.


  “Kate,” I say, “I’m so sorry.”


  Kate’s face crumples. “But I loved him,” she replies, as if this should be enough.


  “I know.”


  “And you didn’t tell me.”


  “I couldn’t. Not when I thought it might make you stop fighting back, yourself.”


  She closes her eyes and turns onto her side on the pillow, crying so hard that the monitors she’s still hooked to begin to beep and bring in the nursing staff.


  I reach for her. “Kate, honey, I did what was best for you.”


  She refuses to look in my direction. “Don’t talk to me,” she murmurs. “You’re good at that.”


  •••


  Kate stops speaking to me for seven days and eleven hours. We come home from the hospital; we go about our business of reverse isolation; we pick through the motions because we have done it before. At night I lie in bed next to Brian and wonder why he can sleep. I stare at the ceiling and think that I have lost my daughter before she’s even gone.


  Then one day I walk by her bedroom and find her sitting on the floor with photographs all around. There are, as I expect, the ones of her and Taylor that we took before the prom—Kate dressed to the nines with that telltale surgical mask covering her mouth. Taylor has drawn a lipstick smile on it, for the sake of the photos, or so he said.


  It had made Kate laugh. It seems impossible that this boy, who was so solid a presence when the flash went off mere weeks ago, simply is not here anymore; a pang goes through me, and immediately on its heels a single word: practice.


  But there are other photos, too, from when Kate was younger. One of Kate and Anna on the beach, crouched over a hermit crab. One of Kate dressed up like Mr. Peanut for Halloween. One of Kate with cream cheese all over her face, holding up two halves of a bagel like eyeglasses.


  In another pile are her baby pictures—all taken when she was three, or younger. Gap-toothed and grinning, backlit by a sloe-eyed sun, unaware of what was to come. “I don’t remember being her,” Kate says quietly, and these first words make a bridge of glass, one that shifts beneath my feet as I step into the room.


  I put my hand beside hers, at the edge of one photo. Bent at a corner, it shows Kate as a toddler being tossed into the air by Brian, her hair flying behind her, her arms and legs starfish-splayed, certain beyond a doubt that when she fell to earth again, there would be a safe landing, sure that she deserved nothing less.


  “She was beautiful,” Kate adds, and with her pinky she strokes the glossy vivid cheek of the girl none of us ever got to know.


  JESSE
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  THE SUMMER I WAS FOURTEEN my parents sent me to boot camp on a farm. It was one of those action-adventures for troubled kids, you know, get up at four A.M. to do the milking and how much trouble can you really get into? (The answer, if you’re interested: score pot off the ranch hands. Get stoned. Tip cows.) Anyway, one day I was assigned to Moses Patrol, or that’s what we called the poor son of a bitch who pulled herding duty with the lambs. I had to follow about a hundred sheep around a pasture that didn’t have one goddamned tree to provide even a sliver of shade.


  To say a sheep is the dumbest fucking animal on earth is probably an understatement. They get caught in fences. They get lost in four-foot-square pens. They forget where to find their food, although it’s been in the same place for a thousand days straight. And they’re not the little puffy darlings you picture when you go to sleep, either. They stink. They bleat. They’re annoying as hell.


  Anyway, the day I was stuck with the sheep, I had filched a copy of Tropic of Cancer and I was folding down the pages that came closest to good porn, when I heard someone scream. I was perfectly sure, mind you, that it wasn’t an animal, because I’d never heard anything like this in my life. I ran toward the sound, sure I was going to find someone thrown from a horse with their leg twisted like a pretzel or some yoho who’d emptied his revolver by accident into his own guts. But lying on the side of the creek, with a bevy of ewes in attendance, was a sheep giving birth.


  I wasn’t a vet or anything, but I knew enough to realize that when any living creature makes a racket like that, things aren’t going according to plan. Sure enough, this poor sheep had two little hooves dangling out of her privates. She lay on her side, panting. She rolled one flat black eye toward me, then just gave up.


  Well, nothing was dying on my patrol, if only because I knew that the Nazis who ran the camp would make me bury the damn animal. So I shoved the other sheep out of the way. I got down on my knees and grabbed the knotty slick hooves and yanked while the ewe screamed like any mother whose child is ripped away from her.


  The lamb came out, its limbs folded like the parts of a Swiss Army knife. Over its head was a silver sac that felt like the inside of your cheek when you run your tongue around it. It wasn’t breathing.


  I sure as shit wasn’t going to put my mouth over a sheep and do artificial respiration, but I used my fingernails to rip apart the skin sac, to yank it down from the neck of the lamb. And it turned out, that was all it needed. A minute later it unbent its clothespin legs and started whickering for its mother.


  There were, I think, twenty lambs born during that summer session. Every time I passed the pen I could pick mine out from a crowd. He looked like all the others, except that he moved with a little more spring; he always seemed to have the sun shining off the oil in its wool. And if you happened to get him calm enough to look you in the eye, the pupils had gone milky white, a sure sign that he’d walked on the other side long enough to remember what he was missing.


  I tell you this now because when Kate finally stirs in that hospital bed, and opens her eyes, I know she’s got one foot on the other side already, too.


  •••


  “Oh my God,” Kate says weakly, when she sees me. “I wound up in Hell after all.”


  I lean forward in my chair and cross my arms. “Now, sis, you know I’m not that easy to kill.” Getting up, I kiss her on the forehead, letting my lips stay an extra second. How is it that mothers can read fever that way? I can only read imminent loss. “How you doing?”


  She smiles at me, but it’s like a cartoon drawing when I’ve seen the real thing hanging in the Louvre. “Peachy,” she says. “To what do I owe the honor of your presence?”


  Because you won’t be here much longer, I think, but I do not tell her this. “I was in the neighborhood. Plus there’s a really hot nurse who works this shift.”


  This makes Kate laugh out loud. “God, Jess. I’m gonna miss you.”


  She says it so easily that I think it surprises both of us. I sit down on the edge of the bed and trace the little puckers in the thermal blanket. “You know—” I begin a pep talk, but she puts her hand on my arm.


  “Don’t.” Then her eyes come alive, for just a moment. “Maybe I’ll get reincarnated.”


  “Like as Marie Antoinette?”


  “No, it’s got to be something in the future. You think that’s crazy?”


  “No,” I admit. “I think we probably all just keep running in circles.”


  “So what will you come back as, then?”


  “Carrion.” She winces, and something beeps, and I panic. “You want me to get someone?”


  “No, you’re fine,” Kate answers, and I’m sure she doesn’t mean it this way, but it pretty much makes me feel like I’ve swallowed lightning.


  I suddenly remember an old game I used to play when I was nine or ten, and was allowed to ride my bike until it got dark. I used to make little bets with myself as I watched the sun getting lower and lower on the horizon: if I hold my breath to twenty seconds, the night won’t come. If I don’t blink. If I stand so still a fly lands on my cheek. Now, I find myself doing the same thing, bargaining to keep Kate, even though that isn’t the way it works.


  “Are you afraid?” I blurt out. “Of dying?”


  Kate turns to me, a smile sliding over her mouth. “I’ll let you know.” Then she closes her eyes. “I’m just gonna rest a second,” she manages, and she is asleep again.


  It’s not fair, but Kate knows that. It doesn’t take a whole long life to realize that what we deserve to have, we rarely get. I stand up, with that lightning bolt branding the lining of my throat, which makes it impossible to swallow, so everything gets backed up like a dammed river. I hurry out of Kate’s room and far enough down the hall where I won’t disturb her, and then I lift my fist and punch a hole in the thick white wall and still this isn’t enough.


  BRIAN
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  HERE IS THE RECIPE TO BLOW SOMETHING UP: a Pyrex bowl; potassium chloride—found at health food stores, as a salt substitute. A hydrometer. Bleach. Take the bleach and pour it into the Pyrex, put it onto a stove burner. Meanwhile, weigh out your potassium chloride and add to the bleach. Check it with the hydrometer and boil until you get a reading of 1.3. Cool to room temperature, and filter out the crystals that form. This is what you will save.


  •••


  It’s hard to be the one always waiting. I mean, there’s something to be said for the hero who charges off to battle, but when you get right down to it there’s a whole story in who’s left behind.


  I’m in what has to be the ugliest courtroom on the East Coast, sitting in chairs until it’s my turn, when suddenly my beeper goes off. I look at the number, groan, and try to figure out what to do. I’m a witness later, but the department needs me right now.


  It takes a few talking heads but I get permission from the judge to remove myself from the premises. I leave through the front door, and immediately I’m assailed with questions and cameras and lights. It is everything I can do not to punch these vultures, who want to rip apart the bleached bones of my family.


  •••


  When I couldn’t find Anna the morning of the hearing, I headed home. I looked in all her usual haunts—the kitchen, the bedroom, the hammock out back—but she wasn’t there. As a last resort I climbed the garage stairs to the apartment Jesse uses.


  He wasn’t home either, although by now this is hardly a surprise. There was a time when Jesse disappointed me regularly; eventually, I told myself not to expect anything from him, and as a result, it has gotten easier for me to take what comes. I knocked on the door and yelled for Anna, for Jesse, but no one answered. Although there was a key to this apartment on my own set, I stopped short of letting myself inside. Turning on the stairs, I knocked over the red recycling bin I personally empty every Tuesday, since God forbid Jesse can remember to drag it out to the curb himself. A tenpin of beer bottles, lucent green, tumbled out. An empty jug of laundry detergent, an olive jar, a gallon container from orange juice.


  I put everything back in, except for the orange juice container, which I’ve told Jesse isn’t recyclable and which he puts in the bin nonetheless every damn week.


  •••


  The difference between these fires and the other ones was that now the stakes have been ratcheted up a notch. Instead of an abandoned warehouse or a shack at the side of the water, it is an elementary school. This being summer, no one was on the premises when the fire was started. But there’s no question in my mind it was due to unnatural causes.


  When I get there, the engines are just loading up after salvage and overhaul. Paulie comes over to me right away. “How’s Kate?”


  “She’s okay,” I tell him, and I nod toward the mess. “What’d you find?”


  “He pretty much managed to gut the whole north side of the facility,” Paulie says. “You doing a walk through?”


  “Yeah.”


  The fire began in the teacher’s lounge; the char patterns point like an arrow to the origin. A collection of synthetic stuffing that hasn’t burned clean through is still visible; whoever set this was smart enough to light his fire in the middle of a pile of couch cushions and stacks of paper. I can still smell the accelerant; this time it was as simple as gasoline. Bits of glass from the exploded Molotov cocktail litter the ashes.


  I wander to the far side of the building, peer through a broken window. The guys must have vented the fire here. “You think we’ll catch this little fuck, Cap?” asks Caesar, coming into the room. Still in his turnout gear, with a smudge across his left cheek, he looks down at the debris in the fire line. Then he bends down, and with his heavy glove, picks up a cigarette butt. “Unbelievable. The secretary’s desk melted down to a puddle, but a goddamn tobacco stick survives.”


  I take it out of his hands and turn it over in my palm. “That’s because it wasn’t here when the fire started. Someone had a nice smoke while he watched this, and then he walked away.” I tip it onto the side, to where the yellow meets the filter, and read the brand.


  Paulie sticks his head in the shattered window, looking for Caesar. “We’re heading back. Get on the truck.” Then he turns to me. “Hey, just so you know, we didn’t break this one.”


  “I wasn’t gonna make you pay for it, Paulie.”


  “No, I mean, we vented the roof. This was already broken when we got here.” He and Caesar leave, and a few moments later I hear the heavy drag of the engine pulling away.


  It could have been a stray baseball, or a Frisbee. But even in the summertime, janitors monitor public property. A broken window is too much of a hazard to be left alone; it would have been taped up or boarded.


  Unless the same guy who started the fire knew where to bring in oxygen, so that the flames would race through the wind tunnel created by that vacuum.


  I look down at the cigarette in my hand, and crush it.


  •••


  You need 56 grams of these reserved crystals. Mix with distilled water. Heat to a boil and cool again, saving the crystals, pure potassium chlorate. Grind these to the consistency of face powder, and heat gently to dry. Melt five parts Vaseline with five parts wax. Dissolve in gasoline and pour this liquid onto 90 parts potassium chlorate crystals in a plastic bowl. Knead. Allow the gasoline to evaporate.


  Mold into a cube and dip in wax to make it waterproof. This explosive requires a blasting cap of at least a grade A3.


  •••


  When Jesse opens the door to his apartment, I am waiting on the couch. “What are you doing here?” he asks.


  “What are you doing here?”


  “I live here,” Jesse says. “Remember?”


  “Do you? Or are you using this as a place to hide?”


  He takes out a cigarette from a pack in his front pocket and lights up. Merits. “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about. Why aren’t you in court?”


  “How come there’s muriatic acid under your sink?” I ask. “Considering that we don’t have a pool?”


  “Hello? Is this, like, the Inquisition?” He scowls. “I used it when I was working with those tile layers last summer; you can clean up grout with it. To tell you the truth I didn’t even know I still had it.”


  “Then you probably wouldn’t know, Jess, that when you put it into a bottle with a piece of aluminum foil with a rag stuffed into the top, it blows up pretty damn well.”


  He goes very still. “Are you accusing me of something? Because if you are, just say it, you bastard.”


  I get up from the couch. “Okay. I want to know if you scored the bottles before you made the cocktails, so that they’d break easier. I want to know if you realized how close that homeless guy was to dying when you set the warehouse on fire for kicks.” Reaching behind me, I lift the empty Clorox container from his recycle bin. “I want to know why the hell this is in your trash, when you don’t do your own laundry and God knows you don’t clean, yet there’s an elementary school six miles from here that’s been gutted with an explosive made of bleach and brake fluid?” I have him by the shoulders now, and although Jesse could break away if he really tried, he lets me shake him until his head snaps back. “Jesus Christ, Jesse!”


  He stares at me, his face blank. “Are you about done?”


  I let him go and he backs away, teeth bared. “Then tell me I’m wrong,” I challenge.


  “I’ll tell you more than that,” he yells. “I mean, I totally understand that you’ve spent your life believing that everything that’s wrong in the universe all traces back to me, but news flash, Dad, this time you’re totally off base.”


  Slowly, I take something out of my pocket and press it into Jesse’s hand. The Merit cigarette butt settles in the hollow of his palm. “Then you shouldn’t have left your calling card.”


  There is a point when a structure fire is raging out of control that you simply have to give it the distance to burn itself out. So you move back to safety, to a hill out of the wind, and you watch the building eat itself alive.


  Jesse’s hand comes up, trembling, and the cigarette rolls to the floor at our feet. He covers his face, presses his thumbs to the corners of his eyes. “I couldn’t save her.” The words are ripped from his center. He hunches his shoulders, sliding backward into the body of a boy. “Who... who did you tell?”


  He is asking, I realize, whether the police will be coming after him. Whether I have spoken to Sara about this.


  He is asking to be punished.


  So I do what I know will destroy him: I pull Jesse into my arms as he sobs. His back is broader than mine. He stands a half-head taller than me. I don’t remember seeing him go from that five-year-old, who wasn’t a genetic match, to the man he is now, and I guess this is the problem. How does someone go from thinking that if he cannot rescue, he must destroy? And do you blame him, or do you blame the folks who should have told him otherwise?


  I will make sure that my son’s pyromania ends here and now, but I won’t tell the cops or the fire chief about this. Maybe that’s nepotism, maybe it’s stupidity. Maybe it’s because Jesse isn’t all that different from me, choosing fire as his medium, needing to know that he could command at least one uncontrollable thing.


  Jesse’s breathing evens against me, like it used to when he was so small, when I used to carry him upstairs after he’d fallen asleep in my lap. He used to hit me over and over with questions: What’s a two-inch hose for, a one-inch? How come you wash the engines? Does the can man ever get to drive? I realize that I cannot remember exactly when he stopped asking. But I do remember feeling as if something had gone missing, as if the loss of a kid’s hero worship can ache like a phantom limb.


  CAMPBELL
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  DOCTORS HAVE THIS THING ABOUT being subpoenaed: they let you know, with every syllable of every word, that no moment of this testimony will make up for the fact that while they were sitting on the witness stand under duress, patients were waiting, people were dying. Frankly, it pisses me off. And before I know it, I can’t help myself, I am asking for a bathroom break, leaning down to retie my shoe, gathering my thoughts and stuffing sentences with pregnant pauses—whatever it takes to keep them cooling their heels just a few seconds more.


  Dr. Chance is no exception to the rule. From the onset he’s anxious to leave. He checks his watch so often you’d think he was about to miss a train. The difference this time around is that Sara Fitzgerald is just as anxious to get him out of the courtroom. Because the patient who is waiting, the person who is dying, is Kate.


  But beside me, Anna’s body throws heat. I get up, continue my questioning. Slowly. “Dr. Chance, were any of the treatments that involved donations from Anna’s body ‘sure things’?”


  “Nothing in cancer is a sure thing, Mr. Alexander.”


  “Was that explained to the Fitzgeralds?”


  “We carefully explain the risks of every procedure, because once you begin treatments, you compromise other bodily systems. What we wind up doing for one treatment successfully may come back to haunt you the next time around.” He smiles at Sara. “That said, Kate’s an incredible young woman. She wasn’t expected to live past age five, and here she is at sixteen.”


  “Thanks to her sister,” I point out.


  Dr. Chance nods. “Not many patients have both the strength of body and the good fortune to have a perfectly matched donor available to them.”


  I stand up, my hands in my pockets. “Can you tell the Court how the Fitzgeralds came to consult Providence Hospital’s preimplantation genetic diagnosis team to conceive Anna?”


  “After their son was tested and found to be an unsuitable donor for Kate, I told the Fitzgeralds about another family I’d worked with. They’d tested all the patient’s siblings, and none qualified, but then the mother got pregnant during the course of treatment and that child happened to be a perfect match.”


  “Did you tell the Fitzgeralds to conceive a genetically programmed child to serve as a donor for Kate?”


  “Absolutely not,” Chance says, affronted. “I just explained that even if none of the existing children was a match, that didn’t mean that a future child might not be.”


  “Did you explain to the Fitzgeralds that this child, as a perfectly genetically programmed match, would have to be available for all these treatments for Kate throughout her life?”


  “We were talking about a single cord blood treatment at the time,” Dr. Chance says. “Subsequent donations came about because Kate didn’t respond to the first one. And because they offered more promising results.”


  “So if tomorrow scientists were to come up with a procedure that would cure Kate’s cancer if Anna only cut off her head and gave it to her sister, would you recommend that?”


  “Obviously not. I would never recommend a treatment that risked another child’s life.”


  “Isn’t that what you’ve done for the past thirteen years?”


  His face tightens. “None of the treatments have caused significant long-term harm to Anna.”


  I take a piece of paper out of my briefcase and hand it to the judge, and then to Dr. Chance. “Can you read the part that’s marked?”


  He puts on a pair of glasses and clears his throat. “I understand that anesthesia involves potential risks. These risks may include, but are not limited to: adverse drug reactions, sore throat, injury to teeth and dental work, damage to vocal cords, respiratory problems, minor pain and discomfort, loss of sensation, headaches, infection, allergic reaction, awareness during general anesthesia, jaundice, bleeding, nerve injury, blood clot, heart attack, brain damage, and even loss of bodily function or of life.”


  “Are you familiar with this form, Doctor?”


  “Yes. It’s a standard consent form for a surgical procedure.”


  “Can you tell us who the patient receiving it was?”


  “Anna Fitzgerald.”


  “And who signed the consent form?”


  “Sara Fitzgerald.”


  I rock back on my heels. “Dr. Chance, anesthesia carries a risk of life impairment or death. Those are pretty strong long-term effects.”


  “That’s exactly why we have a consent form. It’s to protect us from people like you,” he says. “But realistically, the risk is extremely small. And the procedure of donating marrow is fairly simple.”


  “Why was Anna being anesthetized for such a simple procedure?”


  “It’s less traumatic for a child, and they’re less likely to squirm around.”


  “And after the procedure, did Anna experience any pain?”


  “Maybe a little,” Dr. Chance says.


  “You don’t remember?”


  “It’s been a long time. I’m sure even Anna’s forgotten about it by now.”


  “You think?” I turn to Anna. “Should we ask her?”


  Judge DeSalvo crosses his arms.


  “Speaking of risk,” I continue smoothly. “Can you tell us about the research that’s been done on the long-term effects of the growth factor shots she’s taken twice now, prior to harvest for transplant?”


  “Theoretically, there shouldn’t be any long-term sequelae.”


  “Theoretically,” I repeat. “Why theoretically?”


  “Because the research has been done on lab animals,” Dr. Chance admits. “Effects on humans are still being tracked.”


  “How comforting.”


  He shrugs. “Physicians don’t tend to prescribe drugs that have the potential to wreak havoc.”


  “Have you ever heard of thalidomide, Doctor?” I ask.


  “Of course. In fact, recently, it’s been resurrected for cancer research.”


  “And it was a milestone drug once before,” I point out. “With catastrophic effects. Speaking of which... this kidney donation—are there risks associated with the procedure?”


  “No more than for most surgeries,” Dr. Chance says.


  “Could Anna die from complications of this surgery?”


  “It’s highly unlikely, Mr. Alexander.”


  “Well, then, let’s assume Anna comes through the procedure with flying colors. How will having a single kidney affect her for the rest of her life?”


  “It won’t, really,” the doctor says. “That’s the beauty of it.”


  I hand him a flyer that has come from the nephrology department of his own hospital. “Can you read the highlighted section?”


  He slips on his glasses again. “Increased chance of hypertension. Possible complications during pregnancy.” Dr. Chance glances up. “Donors are advised to refrain from contact sports to eliminate the risk of harming their remaining kidney.”


  I clasp my hands behind my back. “Did you know that Anna plays hockey in her free time?”


  He turns toward her. “No. I didn’t.”


  “She’s a goalie. Has been for years now.” I let this sink in. “But since this donation is hypothetical, let’s concentrate on the ones that have already happened. The growth factor shots, the DLI, the stem cells, the lymphocyte donations, the bone marrow—all of these myriad treatments Anna endured—in your expert opinion, Doctor, are you saying that Anna has not undergone any significant medical harm from these procedures?”


  “Significant?” He hesitates. “No, she has not.”


  “Has she received any significant benefit from them?”


  Dr. Chance looks at me for a long moment. “Sure,” he says. “She’s saving her sister.”


  •••


  Anna and I are eating lunch upstairs at the courthouse when Julia walks in. “Is this a private party?”


  Anna waves her inside, and Julia sits down without so much as a glance toward me. “How are you doing?” she asks.


  “Okay,” Anna replies. “I just want it to be over.”


  Julia opens up a packet of salad dressing and pours it over the lunch she’s brought. “It will be, before you know it.”


  She looks at me when she says this, briefly.


  That’s all it takes for me to remember the smell of her skin, and the spot below her breast where she has a beauty mark in the shape of a crescent moon.


  Suddenly Anna gets up. “I’m going to take Judge for a walk,” she announces.


  “Like hell you are. There are reporters out there, still.”


  “I’ll walk him in the hallway, then.”


  “You can’t. He has to be walked by me; it’s part of his training.”


  “Then I’m going to pee,” Anna says. “That’s something I’m still allowed to do by myself, right?”


  She walks out of the conference room, leaving Julia and me and everything that shouldn’t have happened but did.


  “She left us alone on purpose,” I realize.


  Julia nods. “She’s a smart kid. She can read people very well.” Then she sets down her plastic fork. “Your car is full of dog hair.”


  “I know. I keep asking Judge to pull it back in a ponytail but he never listens.”


  “Why didn’t you just get me up?”


  I grin. “Because we were anchored in a no-wake zone.”


  Julia, however, doesn’t even crack a smile. “Was last night a joke to you, Campbell?”


  That old adage pops into my head: If you want to see God laugh, make a plan. And because I am a coward, I grab the dog by his collar. “I need to walk him before we’re called back into court.”


  Julia’s voice follows me to the door. “You didn’t answer me.”


  “You don’t want me to,” I say. I don’t turn around. That way I don’t have to see her face.


  •••


  When Judge DeSalvo adjourns us for the day at three because of a weekly chiropractic appointment, I walk Anna out to the lobby to find her father—but Brian’s gone. Sara looks around, surprised. “Maybe he got a fire call,” she says. “Anna, I’ll—”


  But I put my hand on Anna’s shoulder. “I’ll take you to the fire station.”


  In the car, she is quiet. I pull into the station parking lot and leave the engine running. “Listen,” I tell her, “you may not have realized it, but we had a great first day.”


  “Whatever.”


  She gets out of my car without another word and Judge hops up into the vacated front seat. Anna walks toward the station, but then veers left. I start to pull back out, and then against my better judgment turn off the engine. Leaving Judge in the car, I follow her around the back of the building.


  She stands like a statue, her face turned up to the sky. What am I supposed to do, say? I have never been a parent; I can barely take care of myself.


  As it turns out, Anna starts speaking first. “Did you ever do something you knew was wrong, even though it felt right?”


  I think of Julia. “Yeah.”


  “Sometimes I hate myself,” Anna murmurs.


  “Sometimes,” I tell her, “I hate myself, too.”


  This surprises her. She looks at me, and then at the sky again. “They’re up there. The stars. Even when you can’t see them.”


  I put my hands into my pockets. “I used to wish on a star every night.”


  “For what?”


  “Rare baseball cards for my collection. A golden retriever. Young, hot female teachers.”


  “My dad told me that a bunch of astronomers found a new place where stars are being born. Only it’s taken us 2,500 years to see them.” She turns to me. “Do you get along with your parents?”


  I think about lying to her, but then I shake my head. “I used to think I’d be just like them when I grew up, but I’m not. And the thing is, somewhere along the way, I stopped wanting to be like them, anyway.”


  The sun washes over her milky skin, lights the line of her throat. “I get it,” Anna says. “You were invisible, too.”


  TUESDAY


  A little fire is quickly trodden out;


  Which, being suffered, rivers can not quench.


  —WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, King Henry VI


  CAMPBELL
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  BRIAN FITZGERALD IS MY LOCK. Once the judge realizes that at least one of Anna’s parents agrees with her decision to stop being a donor for her sister, granting her emancipation won’t be quite as great a leap. If Brian does what I need him to—namely, tell Judge DeSalvo that he knows Anna has rights, too, and that he’s prepared to support her—then whatever Julia says in her report will be a moot point. And better still, Anna’s testimony would only be a formality.


  Brian shows up with Anna early the next morning, wearing his captain’s uniform. I paste a smile on my face and get up, walking toward them with Judge. “Morning,” I say. “Everyone ready?”


  Brian looks at Anna. Then he looks at me. There is a question right there on the verge of his lips, but he seems to be doing everything he can not to ask it.


  “Hey,” I say to Anna, brainstorming. “Want to do me a favor? Judge could use a couple of quick runs up and down the stairs, or he’s going to get restless in court.”


  “Yesterday you told me I couldn’t walk him.”


  “Well, today you can.”


  Anna shakes her head. “I’m not going anywhere. The minute I leave you’re just going to talk about me.”


  So I turn to Brian again. “Is everything all right?”


  At that moment, Sara Fitzgerald comes into the building. She hurries toward the courtroom, and seeing Brian with me, pauses. Then she turns slowly away from her husband and continues inside.


  Brian Fitzgerald’s eyes follow his wife, even after the doors close behind her. “We’re fine,” he says, an answer not meant for me.


  •••


  “Mr. Fitzgerald, were there times that you disagreed with your wife about having Anna participate in medical treatments for Kate’s benefit?”


  “Yes. The doctors said that it was only cord blood we needed for Kate. They’d be taking part of the umbilicus that usually gets thrown out after giving birth—it wasn’t anything that the baby was ever going to miss, and it certainly wasn’t going to hurt her.” He meets Anna’s eye, gives her a smile. “And it worked for a little while, too. Kate went into remission. But in 1996, she relapsed again. The doctors wanted Anna to donate some lymphocytes. It wasn’t going to be a cure, but it would hold Kate over for a while.”


  I try to draw him along. “You and your wife didn’t see eye to eye over this treatment?”


  “I didn’t know if it was such a great idea. This time Anna was going to know what was happening, and she wasn’t going to like it.”


  “What did your wife say to make you change your mind?”


  “That if we didn’t draw blood from Anna this time, we’d need marrow soon anyway.”


  “How did you feel about that?”


  Brian shakes his head, clearly uncomfortable. “You don’t know what it’s like,” he says quietly, “until your child is dying. You find yourself saying things and doing things you don’t want to do or say. And you think it’s something you have a choice about, but then you get up a little closer to it, and you see you had it all wrong.” He looks up at Anna, who is so still beside me I think she has forgotten to breathe. “I didn’t want to do that to Anna. But I couldn’t lose Kate.”


  “Did you have to use Anna’s bone marrow, eventually?”


  “Yes.”


  “Mr. Fitzgerald, as a certified EMT, would you ever perform a procedure on a patient who didn’t present with any physical problems?”


  “Of course not.”


  “Then why did you, as Anna’s father, think this invasive procedure, which carried risk to Anna herself and no personal physical benefit, was in her best interests?”


  “Because,” Brian says, “I couldn’t let Kate die.”


  “Were there other points, Mr. Fitzgerald, when you and your wife disagreed over the use of Anna’s body for your other daughter’s treatment?”


  “A few years ago, Kate was hospitalized and... losing so much blood nobody thought she’d make it through. I thought maybe it was time to let her go. Sara didn’t.”


  “What happened?”


  “The doctors gave her arsenic, and it kicked in, putting Kate into remission for a year.”


  “Are you saying that there was a treatment which saved Kate, that didn’t involve the use of Anna’s body?”


  Brian shakes his head. “I’m saying... I’m saying I was so sure Kate was going to die. But Sara, she didn’t give up on Kate and she came back fighting.” He looks over at his wife. “And now, Kate’s kidneys are giving out. I don’t want to see her suffering. But at the same time, I don’t want to make the same mistake twice. I don’t want to tell myself it’s over, when it doesn’t have to be.”


  Brian has become an emotional avalanche, headed right for the glass house I have been meticulously crafting. I need to reel him in. “Mr. Fitzgerald, did you know your daughter was going to file a lawsuit against you and your wife?”


  “No.”


  “When she did, did you speak to Anna about it?”


  “Yes.”


  “Based on that conversation, Mr. Fitzgerald, what did you do?”


  “I moved out of the house with Anna.”


  “Why?”


  “At the time I believed Anna had the right to think this decision out, which wasn’t something she’d be able to do living in our house.”


  “After having moved out with Anna, after having spoken to her at great lengths about why she’s initiated this lawsuit—do you agree with your wife’s request to have Anna continue to be a donor for Kate?”


  The answer we have rehearsed is no; this is the crux of my case. Brian leans forward to reply. “Yes, I do,” he says.


  “Mr. Fitzgerald, in your opinion...” I begin, and then I realize what he’s just done. “Excuse me?”


  “I still wish Anna would donate a kidney,” Brian admits.


  Staring at this witness who has just completely fucked me over, I scramble for footing. If Brian won’t support Anna’s decision to stop being a donor, then the judge will find it far harder to rule in favor of emancipation.


  At the same time, I’m patently aware of the smallest sound that has escaped from Anna, the quiet break of soul that comes when you realize that what looked like a rainbow was actually only a trick of the light. “Mr. Fitzgerald, you’re willing to have Anna undergo major surgery and the loss of an organ to benefit Kate?”


  It is a curious thing, watching a strong man fall to pieces. “Can you tell me what the right answer is here?” Brian asks, his voice raw. “Because I don’t know where to look for it. I know what’s right. I know what’s fair. But neither of those apply here. I can sit, and I can think about it, and I can tell you what should be and what ought to be. I can even tell you there’s got to be a better solution. But it’s been thirteen years, Mr. Alexander, and I still haven’t found it.”


  He slowly sinks forward, too big in that tiny space, until his forehead rests on the cool bar of wood that borders the witness stand.


  •••


  Judge DeSalvo calls for a ten-minute recess before Sara Fitzgerald will begin her cross-examination, so that the witness can have a few moments to himself. Anna and I go downstairs to the vending machines, where you can spend a dollar on weak tea and weaker soup. She sits with her heels caught on the rungs of a stool, and when I hand her her cup of hot chocolate she sets it down on the table without drinking.


  “I’ve never seen my dad cry,” she says. “My mom, she would lose it all the time over Kate. But Dad—well, if he fell apart, he made sure to do it where we weren’t watching.”


  “Anna—”


  “Do you think I did that to him?” she asks, turning to me. “Do you think I shouldn’t have asked him to come here today?”


  “The judge would have asked him to testify even if you didn’t.” I shake my head. “Anna, you’re going to have to do it yourself.”


  She looks up at me, wary. “Do what?”


  “Testify.”


  Anna blinks at me. “Are you kidding?”


  “I thought that the judge would clearly rule in your favor if he saw that your father was willing to support your choices. But unfortunately, that’s not what just happened. And I have no idea what Julia’s going to say—but even if she comes down on your side, Judge DeSalvo will still need to be convinced that you’re mature enough to make these choices on your own, independent of your parents.”


  “You mean I have to get up there? Like a witness?”


  I have always known that at some point, Anna would have to take the stand. In a case about emancipation of a minor, it stands to reason that a judge would want to hear from the minor herself. Anna might be acting skittish about testifying, but I believe that subconsciously, it’s what she really wants to do. Why else go to the trouble of instigating a lawsuit, if not to make sure that you finally get to speak your mind?


  “You told me yesterday I wouldn’t have to testify,” Anna says, getting agitated.


  “I was wrong.”


  “I hired you so that you could tell everyone what I want.”


  “It doesn’t work that way,” I say. “You started this lawsuit. You wanted to be someone other than the person your family’s made you for the past thirteen years. And that means you have to pull back the curtain and show us who she is.”


  “Half the grown-ups on this planet have no idea who they are, but they get to make decisions for themselves every day,” Anna argues.


  “They aren’t thirteen. Listen,” I say, getting to what I imagine is the crux of the matter. “I know, in the past, standing up and speaking your mind hasn’t gotten you anywhere. But I promise you, this time, when you talk, everyone will listen.”


  If anything, this has the reverse effect of what I’ve intended. Anna crosses her arms. “There is no way I’m getting up there,” she says.


  “Anna, being a witness isn’t really that big a deal—”


  “It is a big deal, Campbell. It’s the hugest deal. And I’m not doing it.”


  “If you don’t testify, we lose,” I explain.


  “Then find another way to win. You’re the lawyer.”


  I’m not going to rise to that bait. I drum my fingers on the table for patience. “Do you want to tell me why you’re so dead set against this?”


  She glances up. “No.”


  “No, you’re not doing it? Or no, you won’t tell me?”


  “There are just some things I don’t like talking about.” Her face hardens. “I thought you, of all people, would be able to understand that.”


  She knows exactly what buttons to push. “Sleep on it,” I suggest tightly.


  “I’m not going to change my mind.”


  I stand up and dump my full cup of coffee into the trash. “Well then,” I tell her. “Don’t expect me to be able to change your life.”


  SARA
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  Present Day


  THERE IS A CURIOUS THING that happens with the passage of time: a calcification of character. See, if the light hits Brian’s face the right way, I can still see the pale blue hue of his eyes that has always made me think of an island ocean I had yet to swim in. Beneath the fine lines of his smile, there is the cleft of his chin—the first feature I looked for in the faces of my newborn children. There is his resolve, his quiet will, and a steady peace with himself that I have always wished would rub off on me. These are the base elements that made me fall in love with my husband; if there are times I do not recognize him now, maybe this isn’t a drawback. Change isn’t always for the worst; the shell that forms around a piece of sand looks to some people like an irritation, and to others, like a pearl.


  Brian’s eyes dart from Anna, who is picking at a scab on her thumb, to me. He watches me like a mouse watches a hawk. There is something about this that makes me ache; is this really what he thinks of me?


  Does everyone?


  I wish there was not a courtroom between us. I wish I could walk up to him. Listen, I would say, this is not how I thought our lives would go; and maybe we cannot find our way out of this alley. But there is no one I’d rather be lost with.


  Listen, I’d say, maybe I was wrong.


  “Mrs. Fitzgerald,” Judge DeSalvo asks, “do you have any questions for the witness?”


  It is, I realize, a good term for a spouse. What else does a husband or a wife do, but attest to each other’s errors in judgment?


  I get up slowly from my seat. “Hello, Brian,” I say, and my voice is not nearly as steady as I would have hoped.


  “Sara,” he answers.


  Following that exchange, I have no idea what to say.


  A memory washes over me. We had wanted to get away, but couldn’t decide where to go. So we got into the car and drove, and every half hour we’d let one of the kids pick an exit, or tell us to turn right or left. We wound up in Seal Cove, Maine, and then stopped, because Jesse’s next direction would have landed us in the Atlantic. We rented a cabin with no heat, no electricity—and our three kids afraid of the dark.


  I do not realize I have been speaking out loud until Brian answers. “I know,” he says. “We put so many candles on that floor I thought for sure we’d burn the place down. It rained for five days.”


  “And on the sixth day, when the weather cleared, the greenheads were so bad we couldn’t even stand to be outside.”


  “And then Jesse got poison ivy and his eyes swelled shut...”


  “Excuse me,” Campbell Alexander interrupts.


  “Sustained,” Judge DeSalvo says. “Where is this going, Counselor?”


  We hadn’t been going anywhere, and the place we wound up was awful, and still I wouldn’t have traded that week for the world. When you don’t know where you’re headed, you find places no one else would ever think to explore. “When Kate wasn’t sick,” Brian says slowly, carefully, “we’ve had some great times.”


  “Don’t you think Anna would miss those, if Kate were gone?”


  Campbell is out of his seat, just as I’d expect. “Objection!”


  The judge holds up his hand, and nods to Brian for his answer.


  “We all will,” he says.


  And in that moment, the strangest thing happens. Brian and I, facing each other and poles apart, flip like magnets sometimes can; and instead of pushing each other away we suddenly seem to be on the same side. We are young and pulse-to-pulse for the first time; we are old and wondering how we have walked this enormous distance in so short a period of time. We are watching fireworks on television on a dozen New Year’s Eves, three sleeping children wedged between us in our bed, pressed so tight that I can feel Brian’s pride even though we two are not touching.


  Suddenly it does not matter that he has moved out with Anna, that he has questioned some of the decisions about Kate. He did what he thought was right, just the same as me, and I can’t fault him for it. Life sometimes gets so bogged down in the details, you forget you are living it. There is always another appointment to be met, another bill to pay, another symptom presenting, another uneventful day to be notched onto the wooden wall. We have synchronized our watches, studied our calendars, existed in minutes, and completely forgotten to step back and see what we’ve accomplished.


  If we lose Kate today, we will have had her for sixteen years, and no one can take that away. And ages from now, when it is hard to bring back the picture of her face when she laughed or the feel of her hand inside mine or the perfect pitch of her voice, I will have Brian to say, Don’t you remember? It was like this.


  The judge’s voice breaks into my reverie. “Mrs. Fitzgerald, are you finished?”


  There has never been a need for me to cross-examine Brian; I have always known his answers. What I’ve forgotten are the questions.


  “Almost.” I turn to my husband. “Brian?” I ask. “When are you coming home?”


  •••


  In the bowels of the court building are a sturdy row of vending machines, none of which have anything you’d want to eat. After Judge DeSalvo calls a recess, I wander down there, and stare at the Starbursts and the Pringles and the Cheetos trapped in their corkscrew cells.


  “The Oreos are your best shot,” Brian says from behind me. I turn around in time to see him feed the machine seventy-five cents. “Simple. Classic.” He pushes two buttons and the cookies begin their suicide plunge to the bottom of the machine.


  He leads me to the table, scarred and stained by people who have carved their eternal initials and graffitied their inner thoughts across the top. “I didn’t know what to say to you on the stand,” I admit, and then hesitate. “Brian? Do you think we’ve been good parents?” I am thinking of Jesse, who I gave up on so long ago. Of Kate, who I could not fix. Of Anna.


  “I don’t know,” Brian says. “Does anyone?”


  He hands me the package of Oreos. When I open my mouth to tell him I’m not hungry, Brian pushes a cookie inside. It is rich and rough against my tongue; suddenly I am famished. Brian brushes the crumbs from my lips as if I am made of fine china. I let him. I think maybe I have never tasted anything this sweet.


  •••


  Brian and Anna move back home that night. We both tuck her in; we both kiss her. Brian goes to take a shower. In a little while, I will go to the hospital, but right now I sit down across from Anna, on Kate’s bed. “Are you going to lecture me?” she asks.


  “Not the way you think.” I finger the edge of one of Kate’s pillows. “You’re not a bad person because you want to be yourself.”


  “I never—”


  I hold up a hand. “What I mean is that those thoughts, they’re human. And just because you turn out differently than everyone’s imagined you would doesn’t mean that you’ve failed in some way. A kid who gets teased in one school might move to a different one, and be the most popular girl there, just because no one has any other expectations of her. Or a person who goes to med school because his entire family is full of doctors might find out that what he really wants to be is an artist instead.” I take a deep breath, and shake my head. “Am I making any sense?”


  “Not really.”


  That makes me smile. “I guess I’m saying that you remind me of someone.”


  Anna comes up on an elbow. “Who?”


  “Me,” I say.


  •••


  When you have been with your partner for so many years, they become the glove compartment map that you’ve worn dog-eared and white-creased, the trail you recognize so well you could draw it by heart and for this very reason keep it with you on journeys at all times. And yet, when you least expect it, one day you open your eyes and there is an unfamiliar turnoff, a vantage point that wasn’t there before, and you have to stop and wonder if maybe this landmark isn’t new at all, but rather something you have missed all along.


  Brian lies beside me on the bed. He doesn’t say anything, just puts his hand on the valley made by the curve of my neck. Then he kisses me, long and bittersweet. This I expect, but not the next—he bites down on my lip so hard that I taste blood. “Ow,” I say, trying to laugh a little, make light of this. But he doesn’t laugh, or apologize. He leans forward, licks it off.


  It makes me jump inside. This is Brian, and this is not Brian, and both of these things are remarkable. I run my own tongue over the blood, copper and slick. I open like an orchid, make my body a cradle, and feel his breath travel down my throat, over my breasts. He rests his head for a moment on my belly, and just as much as that bite was unexpected, there is now a pang of the familiar—this is what he would do each night, a ritual, when I was pregnant.


  Then he moves again. He rises over me, a second sun, and fills me with light and heat. We are a study of contrasts—hard to soft, fair to dark, frantic to smooth—and yet there is something about the fit of us that makes me realize neither of us would be quite right without the other. We are a Möbius strip, two continuous bodies, an impossible tangle.


  “We’re going to lose her,” I whisper, and even I don’t know if I’m talking about Kate or about Anna.


  Brian kisses me. “Stop,” he says.


  After that we don’t talk anymore. That’s safest.


  WEDNESDAY


  Yet from those flames,


  No light, but rather darkness visible.


  —JOHN MILTON, Paradise Lost


  JULIA
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  IZZY IS SITTING IN THE LIVING ROOM when I come back from my morning run. “You okay?” she asks.


  “Yeah.” I unlace my sneakers, wipe the sweat off my forehead. “Why?”


  “Because normal people don’t go jogging at 4:30 A.M.”


  “Well, I had some energy to burn off.” I go into the kitchen, but the Braun coffeemaker I’ve programmed to have my hazelnut ready at this very moment hasn’t done its job. I check Eva’s plug, and press some of her buttons, but the whole LED display is shot. “Dammit,” I say, yanking the cord out of the wall. “This isn’t old enough to be broken.”


  Izzy comes up beside me and fiddles with the system. “Is she under warranty?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t care. All I know is when you pay for something that’s supposed to give you a cup of coffee, you deserve to get your fucking cup of coffee.” I slam down the empty glass carafe so hard it breaks in the sink. Then I slide down against the cabinets and start to cry.


  Izzy kneels down next to me. “What did he do?”


  “The same exact thing, Iz,” I sob. “I am so damn stupid.”


  She puts her arms around me. “Boiling oil?” she suggests. “Botulism? Castration? You pick.”


  That makes me smile a little. “You’d do it, too.”


  “Only because you’d do it right back for me.”


  I lean against my sister’s shoulder. “I thought lightning wasn’t supposed to strike in the same place twice.”


  “Sure it does,” Izzy tells me. “But only if you’re too dumb to move.”


  •••


  The first person to greet me at court the next morning isn’t a person at all, but Judge the dog. He comes slinking around a corner with his ears flattened, no doubt running away from the sound of his owner’s raised voice. “Hey,” I say, soothing, but Judge wants none of it. He latches on to the bottom of my suit jacket—Campbell’s paying the dry cleaning bill, I swear it—and starts to drag me toward the fray.


  I can hear Campbell before I turn the corner. “I wasted time, and manpower, and you know what, that’s not the worst of it. I wasted my own good judgment about a client.”


  “Yeah, well, you aren’t the only one who judged wrong,” Anna argues back. “I hired you because I thought you had a spine.” She pushes past me. “Asshole,” she mutters under her breath.


  In that moment, I remember the way I felt when I woke up alone on that boat: Disappointed. Drifting. Angry at myself, for getting into this situation.


  Why the hell wasn’t I angry at Campbell?


  Judge leaps up on Campbell, scraping at his chest with his paws. “Get down!” he orders, and then he turns around and sees me. “You weren’t supposed to hear all that.”


  “I’ll bet.”


  He sits heavily on a bridge chair in the conference room and passes his hand over his face. “She refuses to take the stand.”


  “Well, for God’s sake, Campbell. She can’t confront her mother in her own living room, much less in a cross-exam. What did you expect?”


  He looks up at me, piercing. “What are you going to tell DeSalvo?”


  “Are you asking because of Anna, or because you’re afraid of losing this trial?”


  “Thanks, but I gave my conscience up for Lent.”


  “Aren’t you going to ask yourself why a thirteen-year-old girl’s gotten under your skin?”


  He grimaces. “Why don’t you just butt out, Julia, and ruin my case like you were planning to do in the first place?”


  “This isn’t your case, it’s Anna’s. Although I can certainly see why you’d think otherwise.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “You’re cowards. You’re both hell-bent on running away from yourself,” I say. “I know what consequences Anna’s afraid of. What about you?”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “No? Where’s the one-liner? Or is it too hard to joke about something that hits so close to the bone? You back away every time someone gets close to you. It’s okay if Anna’s just a client, but the minute she becomes someone you care about, you’re in trouble. Me, well, a quick fuck’s just fine, but making an emotional attachment, that’s out of the question. The only relationship you have is with your dog, and even that’s some enormous State secret.”


  “You are way out of line, Julia—”


  “No, actually, I’m probably the only person who’s qualified to let you know exactly what a jerk you are. But that’s okay, right? Because if everyone thinks you’re a jerk, no one will bother getting too close.” I stare at him a beat longer. “It’s disappointing to know that someone can see right through you, isn’t it, Campbell.”


  He gets up, stone-faced. “I have a case to try.”


  “You do that,” I say. “Just make sure you separate justice from the client who needs it. Otherwise, God forbid, you may actually find out that you have a working heart.”


  I walk off before I can embarrass myself any further, and hear Campbell’s voice reach out to me. “Julia. It’s not true.”


  I close my eyes, and against my better judgment, turn around.


  He hesitates. “The dog. I—”


  But whatever he is about to admit is interrupted by Vern’s appearance in the doorway. “Judge DeSalvo’s on the warpath,” he interrupts. “You’re late, and the mini-mart was sold out of coffee milk.”


  I meet Campbell’s gaze. I wait for him to finish his sentence. “You’re my next witness,” he says evenly, and the moment is gone before I can even remember it existed.


  CAMPBELL


  [image: Images]


  IT’S GETTING HARDER AND HARDER to be a bastard.


  By the time I get into the courtroom, my hands are trembling. Part of it, of course, is the same old same old. But part of it involves the fact that my client is about as responsive as a boulder beside me; and the woman I’m crazy about is the one I am about to put on the witness stand. I glance once at Julia as the judge enters; she makes a point of looking away.


  My pen rolls off the table. “Anna, can you get that for me?”


  “I don’t know. I’d be wasting time and manpower, wouldn’t I?” she says, and the goddamn pen stays on the floor.


  “Are you ready to call your next witness, Mr. Alexander?” Judge DeSalvo asks, but before I can even say Julia’s name Sara Fitzgerald asks to approach the bench.


  I gear up for yet another complication, and sure enough, opposing counsel doesn’t disappoint. “The psychiatrist that I’ve asked to call as a witness has an appointment at the hospital this afternoon. Would it be all right with the Court if we took her testimony out of order?”


  “Mr. Alexander?”


  I shrug. It’s just a stay of execution for me, when you get right down to it. So I sit down beside Anna and watch a small, dark woman with a bun twisted ten degrees too tight for her face take the stand. “Please state your name and address for the record,” Sara begins.


  “Dr. Beata Neaux,” the psychiatrist says. “1250 Orrick Way, Woonsocket.”


  Dr. No. I look around the courtroom, but apparently I’m the only James Bond fan. I take out a legal pad and write a note to Anna: If she married Dr. Chance, she’d be Dr. Neaux-Chance.


  A smile twitches at the corner of Anna’s mouth. She picks up the pen that dropped and writes back: If she got a divorce and then married Mr. Buster, she’d be Dr. Neaux-Chance-Buster.


  We both start to laugh, and Judge DeSalvo clears his throat and looks at us. “Sorry, Your Honor,” I say.


  Anna passes me another note: I’m still mad at you.


  Sara walks toward her witness. “Can you tell us, Doctor, the nature of your practice?”


  “I’m a child psychiatrist.”


  “How did you first meet my children?”


  Dr. Neaux glances at Anna. “About seven years ago, you brought in your son, Jesse, because of some behavioral problems. Since then I’ve met with all the children, over various occasions, to talk about different issues that have come up.”


  “Doctor, I called you last week and asked you to prepare a report giving your expert opinion about psychological harm Anna might suffer if her sister dies.”


  “Yes. In fact, I did a little research. There was a similar case in Maryland in which a girl was asked to be a donor for her twin. The psychiatrist who examined the twins found they had such a strong identification with each other that if the expected successful results were achieved, it would be of immense benefit to the donor.” She looks at Anna. “In my opinion, you’re looking at a very similar set of circumstances here. Anna and Kate are very close, and not just genetically. They live together. They hang out together. They have literally spent their entire lives together. If Anna donates a kidney that saves her sister’s life, it’s a tremendous gift—and not just to Kate. Because Anna herself will continue to be part of the intact family by which she defines herself, rather than a family that’s lost one of its members.”


  This is such a load of psychobabble bullshit I can barely see to swim through it, but to my shock, the judge seems to be taking this with great sincerity. Julia, too, has her head tilted and a tiny frown line between her brows. Am I the only person in the room with a functioning brain?


  “Moreover,” Dr. Neaux continues, “there are several studies that indicate children who serve as donors have higher self-esteem, and feel more important within the family structure. They consider themselves superheroes, because they can do the one thing no one else can.”


  That’s the most off-the-mark description of Anna Fitzgerald I have ever heard.


  “Do you think that Anna is capable of making her own medical decisions?” Sara asks.


  “Absolutely not.”


  Big surprise.


  “Whatever decision she makes is going to have overtones for this entire family,” Dr. Neaux says. “She’s going to be thinking of that while making her decision, and therefore, it will never truly be independent. Plus, she’s only thirteen years old. Develop-mentally her brain isn’t wired yet to look that far ahead, so any decision will be made based on her immediate future, rather than the long term.”


  “Dr. Neaux,” the judge interrupts, “what would you recommend, in this case?”


  “Anna needs the guidance of someone with more life experience... someone who has her best interests in mind. I’m happy to work with the family, but the parents need to be the parents, here—because the children can’t be.”


  When Sara turns the witness over to me, I go in for the kill. “You’re asking us to believe that donating a kidney will net Anna all these fabulous psychological perks.”


  “That’s correct,” Dr. Neaux says.


  “Doesn’t it stand to reason, then, that if she donates that same kidney—and her sister dies as a result of the operation—then Anna will suffer significant psychological trauma?”


  “I believe her parents will help her reason through that.”


  “What about the fact that Anna’s saying she doesn’t want to be a donor anymore,” I point out. “Isn’t that important?”


  “Absolutely. But like I said, Anna’s current state of mind is driven by the short-term consequences. She doesn’t understand how this decision is really going to play out.”


  “Who does?” I ask. “Mrs. Fitzgerald may not be thirteen, but she lives each day waiting for the other shoe to drop in terms of Kate’s health, don’t you think?”


  Grudgingly, the psychiatrist nods.


  “You might say she defines her own ability to be a good mother by keeping Kate healthy. In fact, if her actions keep Kate alive, she herself benefits psychologically.”


  “Of course.”


  “Mrs. Fitzgerald would be much better off in a family that included Kate. Why, I’d even go as far as to say that the choices she makes in her life are not at all independent, but rather colored by issues concerning Kate’s health care.”


  “Probably.”


  “Then by your own reasoning,” I finish, “isn’t it true that Sara Fitzgerald looks, feels, and acts like a donor for Kate?”


  “Well—”


  “Except she’s not offering her own bone marrow and blood. Just Anna’s.”


  “Mr. Alexander,” the judge warns.


  “And if Sara fits the psychological profile of a closely related donor personality who can’t make independent decisions, then why is she any more capable of making this choice than Anna?”


  From the corner of my eye, I can see Sara’s stunned face. I can hear the judge banging his gavel. “You’re right, Dr. Neaux—parents need to be parents,” I say. “But sometimes that isn’t good enough.”


  JULIA
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  JUDGE DESALVO CALLS for a ten-minute break. I put down my knapsack, a Guatemalan weave, and start washing my hands when the door to one of the bathroom stalls opens. Anna comes out, hesitating for just a moment. Then she turns on the tap beside me.


  “Hey,” I say.


  Anna goes to dry her hands under the blower. The air doesn’t feed out, not reading the sensor of her palm for some reason. She waves her fingers beneath the machine again, then stares at them, as if trying to make sure that she’s not invisible. She bangs on the metal.


  When I lean over and wave a hand beneath it, hot air breathes into my palm. We share this small warmth, hobos around a kettle-bellied fire. “Campbell tells me you don’t want to testify.”


  “I don’t really want to talk about it,” Anna says.


  “Well, sometimes to get what you want the most, you have to do what you want the least.”


  She leans against the bathroom wall and crosses her arms. “Who died and made you Confucius?” Anna turns away, then reaches down to pick up my knapsack for me. “I like this. All the colors.”


  I take it and slip it over my shoulder. “I saw old women weaving them, when I was in South America. It takes twenty spools of thread to make this pattern.”


  “Truth’s like that,” Anna says, or it’s what I think she says, but by then she has left the room.


  •••


  I am watching Campbell’s hands. They move around a lot while he is talking; he almost seems to use them to punctuate whatever he’s saying. But they’re trembling a little, too, and I attribute this to the fact that he doesn’t know what I’m going to say. “As the guardian ad litem,” he asks, “what are your recommendations in this case?”


  I take a deep breath and look at Anna. “What I see here is a young woman who has spent her life feeling an enormous responsibility for her sister’s well-being. In fact, she knows she was brought into this world to carry that responsibility.” I glance at Sara, sitting at her table. “I think that this family, when they conceived Anna, had the best of intentions. They wanted to save their older daughter; they believed Anna would be a welcome addition to the family—not just because of what she would provide genetically, but also because they wanted to love her and watch her grow up well.”


  Then I turn to Campbell. “I also understand completely how, in this family, it became critical to do anything that was humanly possible to save Kate. When you love someone, you’ll do anything you can to keep them with you.”


  As a little girl, I used to wake up in the middle of the night remembering my wildest dreams—I was flying; I was locked in a chocolate factory; I was queen of a Caribbean isle. I would wake with the smell of frangipani in my hair or clouds caught in the hem of my nightgown until I realized that I was somewhere different. And no matter how hard I tried, I might fall asleep again but I could not will myself back into the fabric of that dream I’d been having.


  Once, during the night Campbell and I spent together, I woke up in his arms to find him still sleeping. I traced the geography of his face: from the cliff of his cheekbone to the whirlpool of his ear to the laugh lines ravined beside his mouth. Then I closed my eyes and for the first time in my life fell right back into the dream, in the very spot where I’d left it.


  “Unfortunately,” I say to the Court, “there is also a point when you have to step back and say that it’s time to let go.”


  •••


  For a month after Campbell dumped me, I did not get out of bed except when forced to go to Mass or to sit at the dinner table. I stopped washing my hair. Under my eyes were dark circles. Izzy and I, at very first glance, looked completely different.


  On the day that I mustered the courage to get out of bed of my own volition, I went to Wheeler and trolled around the boathouse, carefully staying hidden until I found a boy on the sailing team—a summer session student—who was taking out one of the school’s skiffs. He had blond hair, instead of Campbell’s black. He was stocky, not tall and lean. I pretended I needed a ride home.


  Within an hour I had fucked him in the backseat of his Honda.


  I did it because if there was someone else, then I wouldn’t smell Campbell on my skin and taste him on the inside of my lips. I did it because I had been feeling so hollow inside that I feared floating away, like a helium balloon that rose so high you couldn’t even see the faintest splash of color.


  I felt this boy whose name I couldn’t be bothered to remember grunting and heaving inside me; I was that empty and that far away. And suddenly I knew what became of all those lost balloons: they were the loves that slipped out of our fists; the blank eyes that rose in every night sky.


  •••


  “When I first was given this assignment two weeks ago,” I tell the judge, “and I started to look at the dynamics of this family, it seemed to me that medical emancipation was in Anna’s best interests. But then I realized I was guilty of making judgments the way everyone else in this family does—based solely on physiological effects, instead of psychological ones. The easy part of this decision is to figure out what’s medically right for Anna. Bottom line: it is not in her best interests to donate organs and blood that has no medical benefit for Anna herself but prolongs her sister’s life.”


  I see Campbell’s eyes spark; this endorsement has surprised him. “It’s harder to come up with a solution, though—because although it may not be in Anna’s best interests to be a donor for her sister, her own family is incapable of making informed decisions about that. If Kate’s illness is a runaway train, then everyone reacts from crisis to crisis without figuring out the best way to bring this into the station. And using the same analogy, her parents’ pressure is a switch on the track—Anna isn’t mentally or physically strong enough to guide her own decisions, knowing what their wishes are.”


  Campbell’s dog gets up and begins to whine. Distracted, I turn to the noise. Campbell pushes away Judge’s snout, never taking his eyes off me.


  “I see no one in the Fitzgerald family who can make unbiased decisions about Anna’s health care,” I admit. “Not her parents, and not Anna herself.”


  Judge DeSalvo frowns down at me. “Then Ms. Romano,” he asks, “what’s your recommendation to the court?”


  CAMPBELL
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  SHE’S NOT GOING TO VETO the petition.


  That’s my first incredible thought—that my case isn’t going down in flames yet, even after Julia’s testimony. My second thought is that Julia is as ripped up about this case and what it’s done to Anna as I am, except she’s put it out there on display for everyone to see.


  Judge has chosen this moment to become a colossal pain in the ass. He sinks his teeth into my coat and starts tugging, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to break before I hear Julia finish.


  “Ms. Romano,” DeSalvo asks, “what’s your recommendation to the court?”


  “I don’t know,” she says softly. “I’m sorry. This is the first time I’ve ever served as a guardian ad litem and been unable to reach a recommendation, and I know that’s not acceptable. But on one hand I have Brian and Sara Fitzgerald, who have done nothing but make choices throughout the course of both their daughters’ lives out of love. Put that way, they certainly don’t seem like the wrong decisions—even if they aren’t the right decisions for both of those daughters anymore.”


  She turns to Anna, and beside me I can feel her sit a little straighter, prouder. “On the other hand, I have Anna, who after thirteen years is standing up for herself—even though it may mean losing the sister she loves.” Julia shakes her head. “It’s a Solomon’s choice, Your Honor. But you’re not asking me to split a baby in half. You’re asking me to split a family.”


  When I feel a tug on my other arm I start to slap the dog away again, but then realize that this time, it’s Anna. “Okay,” she whispers.


  Judge DeSalvo excuses Julia from the stand. “Okay what?” I whisper back.


  “Okay I’ll talk,” Anna says.


  I stare at her in disbelief. Judge is whining now, and batting his nose against my thigh, but I can’t risk a recess. All it will take for Anna to change her mind is a split second. “You sure?”


  But she doesn’t answer me. She stands up, drawing all attention in the courtroom to herself. “Judge DeSalvo?” Anna takes a deep breath. “I have something to say.”


  ANNA
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  LET ME TELL YOU ABOUT the first time I had to give an oral report in class: it was third grade, and I was in charge of talking about the kangaroo. They’re pretty interesting, you know. I mean, not only are they found on Australia alone, like some kind of mutant evolutionary strain—they have the eyes of deer and the useless paws of a T. Rex. But the most fascinating thing about them is the pouch, of course. This baby, when it gets born, is like the size of a germ and manages to crawl under the flap and tuck itself inside, all while its clueless mother is bouncing around the Outback. And that pouch isn’t like they make it out on Saturday morning cartoons—it’s pink and wrinkled like inside your lip, and full of important motherish plumbing. I’ll bet you didn’t know kangaroos don’t just carry one joey at a time. Every now and then there will be a miniature sibling, tiny and jellied and stuck in the bottom while her older sister scrapes around with enormous feet and makes herself comfortable.


  As you can see, I clearly knew my stuff. But when it was nearly my turn, just as Stephen Scarpinio was holding up a papier-mâché model of a lemur, I knew that I was going to be sick. I went up to Mrs. Cuthbert, and told her if I stayed to do this assignment, no one was going to be happy.


  “Anna,” she said, “if you tell yourself you feel fine, you will.”


  So when Stephen finished, I got up. I took a deep breath. “Kangaroos,” I said, “are marsupials that live only in Australia.”


  Then I projectile vomited over four kids who had the bad luck to be sitting in the front row.


  For the whole rest of the year, I was called KangaRalph. Every now and then some kid would go on a plane on vacation, and I’d go to my cubby to find a barf bag pinned to the front of my fleece pullover, a makeshift marsupial pouch. I was the school’s greatest embarrassment until Darren Hong went to capture the flag in gym and accidentally pulled down Oriana Bertheim’s skirt.


  I’m telling you this to explain my general aversion to public speaking.


  But now, on the witness stand, there’s even more to be worried about. It’s not that I’m nervous, like Campbell thinks. I am not afraid of clamming up, either. I’m afraid of saying too much.


  I look out at the courtroom and see my mother, sitting at her lawyer table, and at my father, who smiles at me just the tiniest bit. And suddenly I can’t believe I ever thought I might be able to go through with this. I get to the edge of my seat, ready to apologize for wasting everyone’s time and bolt—only to realize that Campbell looks positively awful. He’s sweating, and his pupils are so big they look like quarters set deep in his face. “Anna,” Campbell asks, “do you want a glass of water?”


  I look at him and think, Do you?


  What I want is to go home. I want to run away to a place where no one knows my name and pretend to be a millionaire’s adopted daughter, the heir to a toothpaste manufacturing kingdom, a Japanese pop star.


  Campbell turns to the judge. “May I confer for a moment with my client?”


  “Be my guest,” Judge DeSalvo says.


  So Campbell walks up to the witness stand and leans so close that only I can hear him. “When I was a kid I had a friend named Joseph Balz,” he whispers. “Imagine if Dr. Neaux had married him.”


  He backs away while I am still smiling, and thinking that maybe, just maybe, I can last for another two or three minutes up here.


  Campbell’s dog is going crazy—he’s the one who needs water or something, from the looks of it. And I’m not the only one to notice. “Mr. Alexander,” Judge DeSalvo says, “please control your animal.”


  “No, Judge.”


  “Excuse me?!”


  Campbell goes tomato red. “I was speaking to the dog, Your Honor, like you asked.” Then he turns to me. “Anna, why did you want to file this petition?”


  A lie, as you probably know, has a taste all its own. Blocky and bitter and never quite right, like when you pop a piece of fancy chocolate into your mouth expecting toffee filling and you get lemon zest instead. “She asked,” I say, the first two words that will become an avalanche.


  “Who asked what?”


  “My mom,” I say, staring at Campbell’s shoes. “For a kidney.” I look down at my skirt, pick at a thread. Just maybe I will unravel the whole thing.


  •••


  About two months ago, Kate was diagnosed with kidney failure. She got tired easily, and lost weight, and retained water, and threw up a lot. The blame was pinned to a bunch of different things: genetic abnormalities, granulocyte-macrophage colony-stimulating factor—growth hormone shots Kate had once taken to boost marrow production, stress from other treatments. She was put on dialysis to get rid of the toxins zipping around her bloodstream. And then, the dialysis stopped working.


  One night, my mother came into our room when Kate and I were just hanging out. She had my father with her, which meant we were in for a more heavy discussion than who-left-the-sink-running-by-accident. “I’ve been doing some reading on the internet,” my mother said. “Transplants of typical organs aren’t nearly as difficult to recover from as bone marrow transplants.”


  Kate looked at me and popped in a new CD. We both knew where this was headed. “You can’t exactly pick up a kidney at Kmart.”


  “I know. It turns out that you only need to match a couple of HLA proteins to be a kidney donor—not all six. I called Dr. Chance to ask if I might be a match for you, and he said in normal cases, I probably would.”


  Kate hears the right word. “Normal cases?”


  “Which you’re not. Dr. Chance thinks you’d reject an organ from the general donor pool, just because your body has already been through so much.” My mother looked down at the carpet. “He won’t recommend the procedure unless the kidney comes from Anna.”


  My father shook his head. “That’s invasive surgery,” he said quietly. “For both of them.”


  I started thinking about this. Would I have to be in the hospital? Would it hurt? Could people live with just one kidney?


  What if I wound up with kidney failure when I was, like, seventy? Where would I get my spare?


  Before I could ask any of this, Kate spoke. “I’m not doing it again, all right? I’m sick of it. The hospitals and the chemo and the radiation and the whole freaking thing. Just leave me alone, will you?”


  My mother’s face went white. “Fine, Kate. Go ahead and commit suicide!”


  She put her headphones on again, turned the music up so loud that I could hear it. “It’s not suicide,” she said, “if you’re already dying.”


  •••


  “Did you ever tell anyone that you didn’t want to be a donor?” Campbell asks me, as his dog starts doing helicopters in the front of the courtroom.


  “Mr. Alexander,” Judge DeSalvo says, “I’m going to call a bailiff to remove your... pet.”


  It’s true, the dog is totally out of control. He’s barking and leaping up with his front paws on Campbell and running in those tight circles. Campbell ignores both Judges. “Anna, did you decide to file this lawsuit all by yourself?”


  I know why he’s asking; he wants everyone to know I’m capable of making choices that are hard. And I even have my lie, quivering like the snake it is, caught between my teeth. But what I mean to say isn’t quite what slips out. “I was kind of convinced by someone.”


  This is, of course, news to my parents, whose eyes hammer onto me. It’s news to Julia, who actually makes a small sound. And it’s news to Campbell, who runs a hand down his face in defeat. This is exactly why it’s better to stay silent; there is less of a chance of screwing up your life and everyone else’s.


  “Anna,” Campbell says, “who convinced you?”


  I am small in this seat, in this state, on this lonely planet. I fold my hands together, holding between them the only emotion I’ve managed to keep from slipping away: regret. “Kate.”


  The entire courtroom goes silent. Before I can say anything else, the lightning bolt I have been expecting strikes. I cringe, but it turns out that the crash I’ve heard isn’t the earth opening up to swallow me whole. It is Campbell, who’s fallen to the floor, while his dog stands nearby with a very human look on his face that says I told you so.


  BRIAN
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  IF YOU TRAVEL IN SPACE for three years and come back, four hundred years will have passed on Earth. I am only an armchair astronomer, but I have the odd sense that I have returned from a journey to a world where nothing quite makes sense. I thought I had been listening to Jesse, but it turns out I haven’t been listening to him at all. I have listened carefully to Anna, and yet it seems there is a piece missing. I try to work through the few things she has said, tracing them and trying to make sense of them the way the Greeks somehow found five points in the sky and decided it looked like a woman’s body.


  Then it hits me—I am looking in the wrong place. The Aboriginal people of Australia, for example, look between the constellations of the Greeks and the Romans into the black wash of sky, and find an emu hiding under the Southern Cross where there are no stars. There are just as many stories to be told in the dark spots as there are in the bright ones.


  Or this is what I’m thinking, anyway, when my daughter’s lawyer falls to the floor in the throes of an epileptic seizure.


  •••


  Airway, breathing, circulation. Airway, for someone having a grand mal seizure, is the biggie. I jump over the gate of the gallery and have to fight the dog out of the way; he’s come to stand over Campbell Alexander’s twitching body like a sentry. The attorney enters the tonic phase with a cry, as air is forced out by the contraction of his breathing muscles. He lays rigid on the ground. Then the clonic phase starts, and his muscles fire randomly, repeatedly. I turn him on his side, in case he vomits, and start looking for something to stick between his jaws so that he won’t bite off his own tongue, when the most amazing thing happens—that dog knocks over Alexander’s briefcase and pulls out something that looks like a rubber bone but is actually a bite block, and drops it into my hand. Distantly I am aware of the judge sealing off the courtroom. I yell to Vern to call for an ambulance.


  Julia is at my side immediately. “Is he all right?”


  “He’s gonna be fine. It’s a seizure.”


  She looks like she’s on the verge of tears. “Can’t you do something?”


  “Wait,” I say.


  She reaches for Campbell, but I draw her hand away. “I don’t understand why it happened.”


  I don’t know if Campbell does, himself. I do know that there are some things, though, that occur without a direct line of antecedents.


  •••


  Two thousand years ago the night sky looked completely different, and so when you get right down to it, the Greek conceptions of star signs as related to birth dates are grossly inaccurate for today’s day and age. It’s called the Line of Procession: back then the sun didn’t set in Taurus, but in Gemini. A September 24 birthday didn’t mean you were a Libra, but a Virgo. And there was a thirteenth zodiac constellation, Ophiuchus the Serpent Bearer, which rose between Sagittarius and Scorpio for only four days.


  The reason it’s all off kilter? The earth’s axis wobbles. Life isn’t nearly as stable as we want it to be.


  •••


  Campbell Alexander vomits on the courtroom rug, then coughs his way to consciousness in the judge’s chambers. “Take it easy,” I say, helping him sit. “You had a bad one.”


  He holds his head. “What happened?”


  Amnesia, on both sides of the event, is pretty common. “Blacked out. Looked like a grand mal to me.”


  He glances down at the IV line Caesar and I have placed. “I don’t need that.”


  “Like hell you don’t,” I say. “If you don’t take antiseizure meds, you’ll be back on that floor in no time.”


  Relenting, he leans back against the couch and stares at the ceiling. “How bad was it?”


  “Pretty bad,” I admit.


  He pats Judge on the head—the dog’s been inseparable. “Good boy. Sorry I didn’t listen.” Then he looks down at his pants—wet and reeking, another common effect of a grand mal. “Shit.”


  “Close enough.” I hand him a spare pair from one of my uniforms, something I had the department bring along. “You need help?”


  He shakes me off and tries, one-handedly, to take off his trousers. Without a word I reach over and undo the fly, help him change. I do this without thinking, the way I’d lift up the shirt of a woman who needed CPR; but all the same, I know it’s killing him.


  “Thanks,” he says, taking great care to zip his own fly. We sit for a second. “Does the judge know?” When I don’t answer, Campbell buries his face in his hands. “Christ. Right in front of everyone?”


  “How long have you hidden it?”


  “Since it started. I was eighteen. I got into a car crash, and they started up after that.”


  “Head trauma?”


  He nods. “That’s what they said.”


  I clasp my hands together between my knees. “Anna was pretty freaked out.”


  Campbell rubs his forehead. “She was... testifying.”


  “Yeah,” I say. “Yeah.”


  He looks up at me. “I have to get back in there.”


  “Not yet.” At the sound of Julia’s voice, we both turn. She stands in the doorway, staring at Campbell as if she has never seen him before, and I suppose in all fairness she hasn’t, not like this.


  “I’ll, uh, go see if the boys have filed their report yet,” I murmur, and I leave them.


  •••


  Things don’t always look as they seem. Some stars, for example, look like bright pinholes, but when you get them pegged under a microscope you find you’re looking at a globular cluster—a million stars that, to us, presents as a single entity. On a less dramatic note there are triples, like Alpha Centauri, which up close turns out to be a double star and a red dwarf in close proximity.


  There’s an indigenous tribe in Africa that tells of life coming from the second star in Alpha Centauri, the one no one can see without a high-powered observatory telescope. Come to think of it, the Greeks, the Aboriginals, and the Plains Indians all lived continents apart and all, independently, looked at the same septuplet knot of the Pleiades and believed them to be seven young girls running away from something that threatened to hurt them.


  Make of it what you will.


  CAMPBELL
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  THE ONLY THING COMPARABLE to the aftermath of a grand mal seizure is waking up on the pavement with a hangover from the mother of all frat parties and immediately being run over by a truck. On second thought, maybe a grand mal is worse. I am covered in my own filth, hooked up to medicine and falling apart at the seams, when Julia walks toward me. “It’s a seizure dog,” I say.


  “No kidding.” Julia holds out her hand for Judge to sniff. She points to the couch beside me. “Can I sit down?”


  “It’s not catching, if that’s what you mean.”


  “It wasn’t.” Julia comes close enough that I can feel the heat from her shoulder, inches away from mine. “Why didn’t you tell me, Campbell?”


  “Christ, Julia, I didn’t even tell my parents.” I try to look over her shoulder into the hallway. “Where’s Anna?”


  “How long has this been going on?”


  I try to get up, and manage to lift myself a half inch before my strength gives out. “I have to get back in there.”


  “Campbell.”


  I sigh. “A while.”


  “A while, as in a week?”


  Shaking my head, I say, “A while, as in two days before we graduated from Wheeler.” I look up at her. “The day I took you home, all I wanted was to be with you. When my parents told me I had to go to that stupid dinner at the country club, I followed them in my own car, so I could make a quick escape—I was planning on driving back to your house, that night. But on the way to dinner, I got into a car accident. I came through with a few bruises, and that night, I had the first seizure. Thirty CT scans later, the doctors still couldn’t really tell me why, but they made it pretty clear I’d have to live with it forever.” I take a deep breath. “Which is what made me realize that no one else should have to.”


  “What?”


  “What do you want me to say, Julia? I wasn’t good enough for you. You deserved better than some freak who might fall down frothing at the mouth any old minute.”


  Julia goes perfectly still. “You might have let me make up my own mind.”


  “What difference would it have made? Like you really would have gotten great satisfaction guarding me like Judge does when it happens; wiping up after me, living at the end of my life.” I shake my head. “You were so incredibly independent. A free spirit. I didn’t want to be the one who took that away from you.”


  “Well, if I’d had the choice, maybe I wouldn’t have spent the past fifteen years thinking there was something the matter with me.”


  “You?” I start to laugh. “Look at you. You’re a knockout. You’re smarter than I am. You’re on a career track and you’re family-centered and you probably even can balance your checkbook.”


  “And I’m lonely, Campbell,” Julia adds. “Why do you think I had to learn to act so independent? I also get mad too quickly, and I hog the covers, and my second toe is longer than my big one. My hair has its own zip code. Plus, I get certifiably crazy when I’ve got PMS. You don’t love someone because they’re perfect,” she says. “You love them in spite of the fact that they’re not.”


  I don’t know how to respond to that; it’s like being told after thirty-five years that the sky, which I’ve seen as a brilliant blue, is in fact rather green.


  “And another thing—this time, you don’t get to leave me. I’m going to leave you.”


  If possible, that only makes me feel worse. I try to pretend it doesn’t hurt, but I don’t have the energy. “So go.”


  Julia settles next to me. “I will,” she says. “In another fifty or sixty years.”


  ANNA
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  I KNOCK ON THE DOOR of the men’s room, and then walk inside. On one wall is a really long, gross urinal. On the other, washing his hands in a sink, is Campbell. He’s wearing a pair of my dad’s uniform pants. He looks different now, as if all the straight lines that had been used to draw his face have been smudged. “Julia said you wanted me to come in here,” I say.


  “Yeah, I wanted to talk to you alone, and all the conference rooms are upstairs. Your dad doesn’t think I ought to tackle that just yet.” He wipes his hands on a towel. “I’m sorry about what happened.”


  Well, I don’t even know if there’s a decent answer to that. I chew on my lower lip. “Is that why I couldn’t pat the dog?”


  “Yeah.”


  “How does Judge know what to do?”


  Campbell shrugs. “It’s supposed to have something to do with scent or electrical impulses that an animal can sense before a human can. But I think it’s because we know each other so well.” He pats Judge on the neck. “He gets me somewhere safe before it happens. I usually have about twenty minutes’ lead time.”


  “Huh.” I am suddenly shy. I’ve been with Kate when she’s really, really sick, but this is different. I hadn’t been expecting this from Campbell. “Is this why you took my case?”


  “So that I could have a seizure in public? Believe me, no.”


  “Not that.” I look away from him. “Because you know what it’s like to not have any control over your body.”


  “Maybe,” Campbell says thoughtfully. “But my doorknobs did sorely need polishing.”


  If he’s trying to make me feel better, he’s failing miserably. “I told you having me testify wasn’t the greatest idea.”


  He puts his hands on my shoulders. “Anna, come on. If I can go back in there after that performance, you sure as hell can climb into the hot seat for a few more questions.”


  How am I supposed to fight that logic? So I follow Campbell back into the courtroom, where nothing is the way it was just an hour ago. With everyone watching him like he’s a ticking bomb, Campbell walks up to the bench and turns to the court in general. “I’m very sorry about that, Judge,” he says. “Anything for a ten-minute break, right?”


  How can he make jokes about something like this? And then I realize: it’s what Kate does, too. Maybe if God gives you a handicap, he makes sure you’ve got a few extra doses of humor to take the edge off.


  “Why don’t you take the rest of the day, Counselor,” Judge DeSalvo offers.


  “No, I’m all right now. And I think it’s important that we get to the bottom of this.” He turns to the court reporter. “Could you, uh, refresh my memory?”


  She reads back the transcript, and Campbell nods, but he acts like he’s hearing my words, regurgitated, for the very first time. “All right, Anna, you were saying Kate asked you to file this lawsuit for medical emancipation?”


  Again, I squirm. “Not quite.”


  “Can you explain?”


  “She didn’t ask me to file the lawsuit.”


  “Then what did she ask you?”


  I steal a glance at my mother. She knows; she has to know. Don’t make me say it out loud.


  “Anna,” Campbell presses, “what did she ask you?”


  I shake my head, tight-lipped, and Judge DeSalvo leans over. “Anna, you’re going to have to give us an answer to this question.”


  “Fine.” The truth bursts out of me; a raging river, now that the dam’s washed away. “She asked me to kill her.”


  •••


  The first thing that was wrong was that Kate had locked the door to our bedroom, when there wasn’t really a lock, which meant she’d either pushed up furniture or pennied it shut. “Kate,” I yelled, banging, because I was sweaty and gross from hockey practice and I wanted to take a shower and change. “Kate, this isn’t fair.”


  I guess I made enough noise, because she opened up. And that was the second thing: there was something just wrong about the room. I glanced around, but everything seemed to be in place—most importantly, none of my stuff had been messed with—and yet Kate still looked like she’d swilled a mystery.


  “What’s your problem?” I asked, and then I went into the bathroom, turned on the shower, and smelled it—sweet and almost angry, the same boozy scent I associated with Jesse’s apartment. I started opening up cabinets and rummaging through towels and trying to find the proof, no pun intended, and sure enough there was a half-empty bottle of whiskey hidden behind the boxes of tampons.


  “Looky here...” I said, brandishing it and walking back into the bedroom, thinking I had a great little wedge of blackmail to use to my advantage for a while, and then I saw Kate holding the pills.


  “What are you doing?”


  Kate rolled over. “Leave me alone, Anna.”


  “Are you crazy?”


  “No,” Kate said. “I’m just sick of waiting for something that’s going to happen anyway. I think I’ve fucked up everyone’s life long enough, don’t you?”


  “But everyone’s worked so hard just to keep you alive. You can’t kill yourself.”


  All of a sudden Kate started to cry. “I know. I can’t.”


  It took me a few moments to realize this meant she’d already tried before.


  •••


  My mother gets up slowly. “It’s not true,” she says, her voice stretched thin as glass. “Anna, I don’t know why you’d say that.”


  My eyes fill up. “Why would I make it up?”


  She walks closer. “Maybe you misunderstood. Maybe she was just having a bad day, or being dramatic.” She smiles in the pained way of people who really want to cry. “Because if she was that upset, she would have told me.”


  “She couldn’t tell you,” I reply. “She was too afraid if she killed herself she’d be killing you, too.” I cannot catch my breath. I am sinking in a tar pit; I am running and the ground’s gone beneath my feet. Campbell asks the judge for a few minutes so that I can pull myself together, but even if Judge DeSalvo answers, I am crying so hard I don’t hear it. “I don’t want her to die, but I know she doesn’t want to live like this, and I’m the one who can give her what she wants.” I keep my eyes on my mother, even as she swims away from me. “I’ve always been the one who can give her what she wants.”


  •••


  The next time it came up was after my mother came into our room to talk about donating a kidney. “Don’t do it,” Kate said, when they were gone.


  I glanced at her. “What are you talking about? Of course I’m going to do it.”


  We were getting undressed, and I noticed that we had picked the same pajamas—shiny satin ones printed with cherries. As we slid into bed I thought we looked like we did as little kids, when our parents would dress us similarly because they thought it was cute.


  “Do you think it would work?” I asked. “A kidney transplant?”


  Kate looked at me. “It might.” She leaned over, her hand on the light switch. “Don’t do it,” she repeated, and it wasn’t until I heard her a second time that I understood what she was really saying.


  •••


  My mother is a breath away from me, and in her eyes are all the mistakes she’s ever made. My father comes up and puts his arm around her shoulders. “Come sit down,” he whispers into her hair.


  “Your Honor,” Campbell says, getting to his feet. “May I?”


  He walks toward me, Judge right beside him. I am just as shaky as he is. I think about that dog an hour ago. How did he know for sure what Campbell really needed, and when?


  “Anna, do you love your sister?”


  “Of course.”


  “But you were willing to take an action that might kill her?”


  Something flashes inside me. “It was so she wouldn’t have to go through this anymore. I thought it was what she wanted.”


  He goes silent; and I realize at that moment: he knows.


  Inside me, something breaks. “It was... it was what I wanted, too.”


  •••


  We were in the kitchen, washing and drying the dishes. “You hate going to the hospital,” Kate said.


  “Well, duh.” I put the forks and spoons, clean, back into their drawer.


  “I know you’d do anything to not have to go there anymore.”


  I glanced at her. “Sure. Because you’d be healthy.”


  “Or dead.” Kate plunged her hands into the soapy water, careful not to look at me. “Think about it, Anna. You could go to your hockey camps. You could choose a college in a whole different country. You could do anything you want and never have to worry about me.”


  She pulled these examples right out of my head, and I could feel myself blushing, ashamed that they were even up there to be drawn out into the open. If Kate was feeling guilty about being a burden, then I was feeling twice as guilty for knowing she felt that way. For knowing I felt that way.


  We didn’t talk after that. I dried whatever she handed me, and we both tried to pretend we didn’t know the truth: that in addition to the piece of me that’s always wanted Kate to live, there’s another, horrible piece of me that sometimes wishes I were free.


  •••


  There, they understand: I am a monster. I started this lawsuit for some reasons I’m proud of and many I’m not. And now Campbell will see why I couldn’t be a witness—not because I was scared to talk in front of everyone—but because of all these terrible feelings, some of which are too awful to speak out loud. That I want Kate alive, but also want to be myself, not part of her. That I want the chance to grow up, even if Kate can’t. That Kate’s death would be the worst thing that’s ever happened to me... and also the best.


  That sometimes, when I think about all this, I hate myself and just want to crawl back to where I was, to the person they want me to be.


  Now the whole courtroom is looking at me, and I’m sure that the witness stand or my skin or maybe both is about to implode. Under this magnifying glass, you can see right down to the rotten core at the heart of me. Maybe if they keep staring at me, I will go up in blue, bitter smoke. Maybe I will disappear without a trace.


  “Anna,” Campbell says quietly, “what made you think that Kate wanted to die?”


  “She said she was ready.”


  He walks up until he is standing right in front of me. “Isn’t it possible that’s the same reason she asked you to help her?”


  I look up slowly, and unwrap this gift Campbell’s just handed me. What if Kate wanted to die, so that I could live? What if after all these years of saving Kate, she was only trying to do the same for me?


  “Did you tell Kate you were going to stop being a donor?”


  “Yes,” I whisper.


  “When?”


  “The night before I hired you.”


  “Anna, what did Kate say?”


  Until now, I hadn’t really thought about it, but Campbell has triggered the memory. My sister had gotten very quiet, so quiet that I wondered if she’d fallen asleep. And then she turned to me with all the world in her eyes, and a smile that crumbled like a fault line.


  I glance up at Campbell. “She said thanks.”


  SARA
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  IT IS JUDGE DESALVO’s IDEA to take a field trip of sorts, so that he can talk to Kate. When we all reach the hospital, she is sitting up in bed, absently staring at the TV set that Jesse flicks through with the remote. She is thin, her skin cast yellow, but she’s conscious. “The tin man,” Jesse says, “or the scarecrow?”


  “Scarecrow would get the stuffing knocked out of him,” Kate says. “Chynna from the WWF, or the Crocodile Hunter?”


  Jesse snorts. “The Croc dude. Everyone knows the WWF is fake.” He glances at her. “Gandhi or Martin Luther King, Jr.?”


  “They wouldn’t sign the waiver.”


  “We’re talking Celebrity Boxing on Fox, babe,” Jesse says. “What makes you think they bother with a waiver?”


  Kate grins. “One of them would sit down in the ring, and the other wouldn’t put his mouthguard in.” This is the moment I walk inside. “Hey, Mom,” she asks, “who’d win on Hypothetical Celebrity Boxing—Marcia or Jan Brady?”


  She notices then that I am not alone. As the whole crowd dribbles into the room, her eyes widen, and she pulls the covers up higher. She looks right at Anna, but her sister refuses to meet her eye. “What’s going on?”


  The judge steps forward, takes my arm. “I know you want to talk to her, Sara, but I need to talk to her.” He walks forward, extending his hand. “Hi, Kate. I’m Judge DeSalvo. I was wondering if I could maybe speak to you for a few minutes? Alone,” he adds, and one by one, everyone else leaves the room.


  I am the last to go. I watch Kate lean back against the pillows, suddenly exhausted again. “I had a feeling you’d come,” she tells the judge.


  “Why?”


  “Because,” Kate says, “it always comes back to me.”


  •••


  About five years ago a new family bought the house across the street and knocked it down, wanting to rebuild something different. A single bulldozer and a half-dozen waste bins were all it took; in less than a morning this structure, which we’d seen every time we walked outside, was reduced to a pile of rubble. You’d think a house would last forever, but the truth is a strong wind or a wrecking ball can devastate it. The family inside is not so different.


  Nowadays I can hardly remember what that old house looked like. I walk out the front door and never recall the stretch of months that the gaping lot stood out, conspicuous in its absence, like a lost tooth. It took some time, you know, but the new owners? They did rebuild.


  •••


  When Judge DeSalvo comes outside, grim and troubled, Campbell, Brian, and I get to our feet. “Tomorrow,” he says. “Closing’s at nine A.M.” With a nod to Vern to follow, he walks down the hallway.


  “Come on,” Julia tells Campbell. “You’re at the mercy of my chaperonage.”


  “That’s not a real word.” But instead of following her, he walks toward me. “Sara,” he says simply, “I’m sorry.” He gives me one more gift: “You’ll take Anna home?”


  The minute they leave, Anna turns to me. “I really need to see Kate.”


  I slide an arm around her. “Of course you can.”


  We go inside, just our family, and Anna sits down on the edge of Kate’s bed. “Hey,” Kate murmurs, her eyes opening.


  Anna shakes her head; it takes a moment for her to find the right words. “I tried,” she says finally, her voice catching like cotton on thorns, as Kate squeezes her hand.


  Jesse sits down on the other side. The three of them in one spot; it makes me think of the Christmas card photo we would take each October, balancing them in height order in the wings of a maple tree or on a stone wall, one frozen moment for everyone to remember them by.


  “Alf or Mr. Ed,” Jesse says.


  The corners of Kate’s mouth turn up. “Horse. Eighth round.”


  “You’re on.”


  Finally Brian leans down, kisses Kate’s forehead. “Baby, you get a good night’s sleep.” As Anna and Jesse slip into the hall, he kisses me good-bye, too. “Call me,” he whispers.


  And then, when they are all gone, I sit down beside my daughter. Her arms are so thin I can see the bones shifting as she moves; her eyes seem older than mine.


  “I guess you have questions,” Kate says.


  “Maybe later,” I answer, surprising myself. I climb up onto the bed and fold her into my embrace.


  I realize then that we never have children, we receive them. And sometimes it’s not for quite as long as we would have expected or hoped. But it is still far better than never having had those children at all. “Kate,” I confess, “I’m so sorry.”


  She pushes back from me, until she can look me in the eye. “Don’t be,” she says fiercely. “Because I’m not.” She tries to smile, tries so damn hard. “It was a good one, Mom, wasn’t it?”


  I bite my lip, feel the heaviness of tears. “It was the best,” I answer.


  THURSDAY


  One fire burns out another’s burning,


  One pain is lessen’d by another’s anguish.


  —WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, Romeo and Juliet


  CAMPBELL
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  IT’S RAINING.


  When I come out to the living room, Judge has his nose pressed against the plate glass wall that makes up one whole side of the apartment. He whines at the drops that zigzag past him. “You can’t get them,” I say, patting him on the head. “You can’t get to the other side.”


  I sit down on the rug beside him, knowing I need to get up and get dressed and go to court; knowing that I ought to be reviewing my closing argument again and not sitting here idle. But there is something mesmerizing about this weather. I used to sit in the front seat of my father’s Jag, watching the raindrops run their kamikaze suicide missions from one edge of the windshield to the wiper blade. He liked to leave the wipers on intermittent, so that the world went runny on my side of the glass for whole blocks of time. It made me crazy. When you drive, my father used to say when I complained, you can do what you want.


  “You want the shower first?”


  Julia stands in the open doorway of the bedroom, wearing one of my T-shirts. It hits her at mid-thigh. She curls her toes into the carpet.


  “You go ahead,” I tell her. “I could always just step out on the balcony instead.”


  She notices the weather. “Awful out, isn’t it?”


  “Good day to be stuck in court,” I answer, but without any great conviction. I don’t want to face Judge DeSalvo’s decision today, and for once it has nothing to do with fear of losing this case. I’ve done the best I could, given what Anna admitted on the stand. And I hope like hell that I’ve made her feel a little better about what she’s done, too. She doesn’t look like an indecisive kid anymore, that much is true. She doesn’t look selfish. She just looks like the rest of us—trying to figure out exactly who she is, and what to make of it.


  The truth is, as Anna once told me, nobody’s going to win. We are going to give our closing arguments and hear the judge’s opinion and even then, it won’t be over.


  Instead of heading back to the bathroom, Julia approaches. She sits down cross-legged beside me and touches her fingers to the plate of glass. “Campbell,” she says, “I don’t know how to tell you this.”


  Everything inside me goes still. “Fast,” I suggest.


  “I hate your apartment.”


  I follow her eyes from the gray carpet to the black couch, to the mirrored wall and the lacquered bookshelves. It is full of sharp edges and expensive art. It has the most advanced electronic gadgets and bells and whistles. It is a dream residence, but it is nobody’s home.


  “You know,” I say. “I hate it, too.”


  JESSE
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  IT’S RAINING.


  I go outside, and start walking. I head down the street and past the elementary school and through two intersections. I am soaked to the bone in about five minutes flat. That’s when I start to run. I run so fast that my lungs start to ache and my legs burn, and finally when I cannot move another step I fling myself down on my back in the middle of the high school soccer field.


  Once, I took acid here during a thunderstorm like this one. I lay down and watched the sky fall. I imagined the raindrops melting away my skin. I waited for the one stroke of lightning that would arrow through my heart, and make me feel one hundred percent alive for the first time in my whole sorry existence.


  The lightning, it had its chance, and it didn’t come that day. It doesn’t come this morning, either.


  So I get up, wipe my hair out of my eyes, and try to come up with a better plan.


  ANNA
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  IT’S RAINING.


  The kind of rain that comes down so heavy it sounds like the shower’s running, even when you’ve turned it off. The kind of rain that makes you think of dams and flash floods, arks. The kind of rain that tells you to crawl back into bed, where the sheets haven’t lost your body heat, to pretend that the clock is five minutes earlier than it really is.


  Ask any kid who’s made it past fourth grade and they can tell you: water never stops moving. Rain falls, and runs down a mountain into a river. The river finds it way to the ocean. It evaporates, like a soul, into the clouds. And then, like everything else, it starts all over again.


  BRIAN
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  IT’S RAINING.


  Like the day Anna was born—New Year’s Eve, and way too warm for that time of year. What should have been snow become a torrential downpour. Ski slopes had to close for Christmas, because all their runs got washed out. Driving to the hospital, with Sara in labor beside me, I could barely see through the windshield.


  There were no stars that night, what with all the rain clouds. And maybe because of that, when Anna arrived I said to Sara, “Let’s name her Andromeda. Anna, for short.”


  “Andromeda?” she said. “Like the sci-fi book?”


  “Like the princess,” I corrected. I caught her eye over the tiny horizon of our daughter’s head. “In the sky,” I explained, “she’s between her mother and her father.”


  SARA


  [image: Images]


  IT’S RAINING.


  Not an auspicious beginning, I think. I shuffle my index cards on the table, trying to look more skilled than I actually am. Who was I kidding? I am no lawyer, no professional. I have been nothing more than a mother, and I have not even done a very square job of that.


  “Mrs. Fitzgerald?” the judge prompts.


  I take a deep breath, stare down at the gibberish in front of me, and grab the whole sheaf of index cards. Standing up, I clear my throat, and start to read aloud. “In this country we have a long legal history of allowing parents to make decisions for their children. It’s part of what the courts have always found to be the constitutional right to privacy. And given all the evidence this court has heard—” Suddenly, there is a crash of lightning, and I drop all my notes onto the floor. Kneeling, I scramble to pick them up, but of course now they are out of order. I try to rearrange what I have in front of me, but nothing makes sense.


  Oh, hell. It’s not what I need to say, anyway.


  “Your Honor,” I ask, “can I start over?” When he nods, I turn my back on him, and walk toward my daughter, who is sitting beside Campbell.


  “Anna,” I tell her, “I love you. I loved you before I ever saw you, and I will love you long after I’m not here to say it. And I know that because I’m a parent, I’m supposed to have all the answers, but I don’t. I wonder every single day if I’m doing the right thing. I wonder if I know my children the way I think I do. I wonder if I lose my perspective in being your mother, because I’m so busy being Kate’s.”


  I take a few steps forward. “I know I jump at every sliver of possibility that might cure Kate, but it’s all I know how to do. And even if you don’t agree with me, even if Kate doesn’t agree with me, I want to be the one who says I told you so. Ten years from now, I want to see your children on your lap and in your arms, because that’s when you’ll understand. I have a sister, so I know—that relationship, it’s all about fairness: you want your sibling to have exactly what you have—the same amount of toys, the same number of meatballs on your spaghetti, the same share of love. But being a mother is completely different. You want your child to have more than you ever did. You want to build a fire underneath her and watch her soar. It’s bigger than words.” I touch my chest. “And it still all manages to fit very neatly inside here.”


  I turn to Judge DeSalvo. “I didn’t want to come to court, but I had to. The way the law works, if a petitioner takes action—even if that’s your own child—you must have a reaction. And so I was forced to explain, eloquently, why I believe that I know better than Anna what is best for her. When you get down to it, though, explaining what you believe isn’t all that easy. If you say that you believe something to be true, you might mean one of two things—that you’re still weighing the alternatives, or that you accept it as a fact. I don’t logically see how one single word can have contradictory definitions, but emotionally, I completely understand. Because there are times I think what I am doing is right, and there are other times I second-guess myself every step of the way.


  “Even if the court found in my favor today, I couldn’t force Anna to donate a kidney. No one could. But would I beg her? Would I want to, even if I restrained myself? I don’t know, not even after speaking to Kate, and after hearing from Anna. I am not sure what to believe; I never was. I know, indisputably, only two things: that this lawsuit was never really about donating a kidney... but about having choices. And that nobody ever really makes decisions entirely by themselves, not even if a judge gives them the right to do so.”


  Finally, I face Campbell. “A long time ago I used to be a lawyer. But I’m not one anymore. I am a mother, and what I’ve done for the past eighteen years in that capacity is harder than anything I ever had to do in a courtroom. At the beginning of this hearing, Mr. Alexander, you said that none of us is obligated to go into a fire and save someone else from a burning building. But that all changes if you’re a parent and the person in that burning building is your child. If that’s the case, not only would everyone understand if you ran in to get your child—they’d practically expect it of you.”


  I take a deep breath. “In my life, though, that building was on fire, one of my children was in it—and the only opportunity to save her was to send in my other child, because she was the only one who knew the way. Did I know I was taking a risk? Of course. Did I realize it meant maybe losing both of them? Yes. Did I understand that maybe it wasn’t fair to ask her to do it? Absolutely. But I also knew that it was the only chance I had to keep both of them. Was it legal? Was it moral? Was it crazy or foolish or cruel? I don’t know. But I do know it was right.”


  Finished, I sit down at my table. The rain beats against the windows to my right. I wonder if it will ever let up.


  CAMPBELL
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  I GET TO MY FEET, look at my notecards, and—like Sara—toss them into the trash. “Like Mrs. Fitzgerald just said, this case isn’t about Anna donating a kidney. It isn’t about her donating a skin cell, a single blood cell, a rope of DNA. It’s about a girl who is on the cusp of becoming someone. A girl who is thirteen—which is hard, and painful, and beautiful, and difficult, and exhilarating. A girl who may not know what she wants right now, and she may not know who she is right now, but who deserves the chance to find out. And ten years from now, in my opinion, I think she’s going to be pretty amazing.”


  I walk toward the bench. “We know that the Fitzgeralds were asked to do the impossible—make informed health-care decisions for two of their children, who had opposing medical interests. And if we—like the Fitzgeralds—don’t know what the right decision is, then the person who has to have the final say is the person whose body it is... even if that’s a thirteen-year-old. And ultimately, that too is what this case is about: the moment when perhaps a child knows better than her parents.


  “I know that when Anna made the choice to file this lawsuit, she did not do it for all the self-centered reasons you might expect of a thirteen-year-old. She didn’t make this decision because she wanted to be like other kids her age. She didn’t make this decision because she was tired of being poked and prodded. She didn’t make this decision because she was afraid of the pain.”


  I turn around, and smile at her. “You know what? I wouldn’t be surprised if Anna gives her sister that kidney after all. But what I think doesn’t matter. Judge DeSalvo, with all due respect, what you think doesn’t matter. What Sara and Brian and Kate Fitzgerald think doesn’t matter. What Anna thinks does.” I walk back toward my chair. “And that’s the only voice we ought to be listening to.”


  •••


  Judge DeSalvo calls for a fifteen-minute recess to render his decision, and I use it to walk the dog. We circle the little square of green behind to the Garrahy building, with Vern keeping an eye on the reporters who are waiting for a verdict. “Come on already,” I say, as Judge makes his fourth loop around, in search of the ultimate spot. “No one’s watching.”


  But this turns out to not be entirely true. A kid, no older than three or four, breaks away from his mother and comes crashing toward us. “Puppy!” he yells. He stretches out his hands in hot pursuit, and Judge steps closer to me.


  His mother catches up a moment later. “Sorry. My son’s going through a canine stage. Can we pet him?”


  “No,” I say automatically. “He’s a service dog.”


  “Oh.” The woman straightens, pulls her son away. “But you aren’t blind.”


  I’m epileptic, and this is my seizure dog. I think about coming clean, for once, for the first time. But then again, you have to be able to laugh at yourself, don’t you? “I’m a lawyer,” I say, and I grin at her. “He chases ambulances for me.”


  As Judge and I walk off, I’m whistling.


  •••


  When Judge DeSalvo comes back to the bench he brings a framed picture of his dead daughter, which is how I know that I’ve lost this case. “One thing that has struck me through the presentation of the evidence,” he begins, “is that all of us in this courtroom have entered into a debate about the quality of life versus the sanctity of life. Certainly the Fitzgeralds have always believed that having Kate alive and part of the family was crucial—but at this point the sanctity of Kate’s existence has become completely intertwined with the quality of Anna’s life, and it’s my job to see whether those two can be separated.”


  He shakes his head. “I’m not sure that any of us is qualified to decide which of those two is the most important—least of all myself. I’m a father. My daughter Dena was killed when she was twelve years old by a drunk driver, and when I rushed to the hospital that night, I would have given anything for another day with her. The Fitzgeralds have had fourteen years of being in that position—of being asked to give anything to keep their daughter alive a little bit longer. I respect their decisions. I admire their courage. I envy the fact that they even had these opportunities. But as both attorneys have pointed out, this case is no longer about Anna and a kidney, it’s about how these decisions get made and how we decide who should make them.”


  He clears his throat. “The answer is that there is no good answer. So as parents, as doctors, as judges, and as a society, we fumble through and make decisions that allow us to sleep at night—because morals are more important than ethics, and love is more important than law.”


  Judge DeSalvo turns his attention to Anna, who shifts uncomfortably. “Kate doesn’t want to die,” he says gently, “but she doesn’t want to live like this, either. And knowing that, and knowing the law, there’s really only one decision I can make. The sole person who should be allowed to make that choice is the very one who lies at the heart of the issue.”


  I exhale heavily.


  “And by that, I don’t mean Kate, but Anna.”


  Beside me, she sucks in her breath. “One of the issues brought up during these past few days has involved whether or not a thirteen-year-old is capable of making choices as weighty as these. I’d argue, though, that age is the least likely variable here for basic understanding. In fact, some of the adults here seem to have forgotten the simplest childhood rule: You don’t take something away from someone without asking permission. Anna,” he asks, “will you please stand up?”


  She looks at me, and I nod, standing up with her. “At this time,” Judge DeSalvo says, “I’m going to declare you medically emancipated from your parents. What that means is that even though you will continue to live with them, and even though they can tell you when to go to bed and what TV shows you can’t watch and whether you have to finish your broccoli, with regards to any medical treatment, you have the last word.” He turns toward Sara. “Mrs. Fitzgerald, Mr. Fitzgerald—I’m going to order you to meet with Anna and her pediatrician and discuss the terms of this verdict so that the doctor understands he needs to deal directly with Anna. And just so that she has additional guidance, should she need it, I’m going to ask Mr. Alexander to assume medical power of attorney for her until age eighteen, so that he may assist her in making some of the more difficult decisions. I’m not in any way suggesting that these decisions should not be made in conjunction with her parents—but I am finding that the final decision will rest with Anna alone.” The judge pins his gaze on me. “Mr. Alexander, will you accept this responsibility?”


  With the exception of Judge, I have never had to take care of anyone or anything before. And now I will have Julia, and I will have Anna. “I’d be honored,” I say, and I smile at her.


  “I want those forms signed before you leave the courthouse today,” the judge orders. “Good luck, Anna. Stop by every now and then, and let me know how you are.”


  He bangs his gavel, and we rise as he leaves the courtroom. “Anna,” I say, when she remains still and shocked beside me. “You did it.”


  Julia reaches us first and leans over the gallery railing to hug Anna. “You were very brave.” Over Anna’s shoulder she grins at me. “And so were you.”


  But then Anna steps away, and finds herself facing her parents. There is a foot between them, and a universe of time and comfort. It isn’t until that moment that I realize I have begun already to think of Anna as older than her biological age, yet here she is unsure and unable to make eye contact. “Hey,” Brian says, bridging the gap, pulling his daughter into a rough embrace. “It’s okay.” And then Sara slips into this huddle, her arms coming around both of them, all their shoulders forming the wide wall of a team that has to reinvent the very game they play.


  ANNA
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  Visibility sucks. The rain, if possible, is coming down even harder. I have this brief vision of it pummeling the car so hard it crunches like an empty Coke can, and just like that it’s harder for me to breathe. It takes a second for me to realize that this has nothing to do with the shitty weather or latent claustrophobia, but with the fact that my throat is only half as wide as usual, tears hardening it like an artery, so that everything I do and say involves twice as much work.


  I have been medically emancipated for a whole half hour now. Campbell says the rain is a blessing, it’s kept the reporters away. Maybe they will find me at the hospital and maybe they won’t, but by then I will be with my family and it won’t really matter. My parents left before us; we had to fill out the stupid paperwork. Campbell offered to drop me off when we were through, which is nice considering I know he wants nothing more than to hook up with Julia, which they seem to think is some tremendous mystery, but so isn’t. I wonder what Judge does, when it’s the two of them. I wonder if he feels left out.


  “Campbell?” I ask, out of nowhere. “What do you think I should do?”


  He doesn’t pretend to not know what I’m talking about. “I just fought very hard at a trial for your right to choose, so I’m not going to tell you what I think.”


  “Great,” I say, settling deep into my seat. “I don’t even know who I really am.”


  “I know who you are. You’re the premier doorknob caddy in all of Providence Plantations. You’ve got a wise mouth, and you pick the crackers out of the Chex Mix, and you hate math and...”


  It’s kind of cool, watching Campbell try to fill in all the blanks.


  “... you like boys?” he finishes, but that one’s a question.


  “Some of them are okay,” I admit, “but they probably all grow up to be like you.”


  He smiles. “God forbid.”


  “What are you going to do next?”


  Campbell shrugs. “I may actually have to take on a paying case.”


  “So you can continue to support Julia in the style to which she’s accustomed?”


  “Yeah,” he laughs. “Something like that.”


  It gets quiet for a moment, so all I can hear is the squelch of the windshield wipers. I slip my hands under my thighs, sit on them. “What you said at the trial... do you really think I’ll be amazing in ten years?”


  “Why, Anna Fitzgerald, are you fishing for compliments?”


  “Forget I said anything.”


  He glances at me. “Yes, I do. I imagine you’ll be breaking guy’s hearts, or painting in Montmartre, or flying fighter jets, or hiking through undiscovered countries.” He pauses. “Maybe all of the above.”


  There was a time when, like Kate, I’d wanted to be a ballerina. But since then I’ve gone through a thousand different stages: I wanted to be an astronaut. I wanted to be a paleontologist. I wanted to be a backup singer for Aretha Franklin, a member of the Cabinet, a Yellowstone National Park ranger. Now, based on the day, I sometimes want to be a microsurgeon, a poet, a ghost hunter.


  Only one thing’s a constant. “Ten years from now,” I say, “I’d like to be Kate’s sister.”


  BRIAN
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  MY BEEPER GOES OFF just as Kate starts another course of dialysis. An MVA, two cars, with PI—a motor vehicle accident with injuries. “They need me,” I tell Sara. “You’ll be okay?”


  The ambulance is headed to the corner of Eddy and Fountain, a bad intersection to begin with, rendered worse by this weather. By the time I arrive, the cops have blocked off the area. It’s a T-bone: the two vehicles rammed together by sheer force into a conglomerate of twisted steel. The truck made out better; the smaller BMW is literally bent like a smile around its front end. I get out of the car and into the pouring rain, find the first policeman I can. “Three injured,” he says. “One’s already en route.”


  I find Red working the Jaws of Life, trying to cut through the driver’s side of the second car to get to the victims. “What have you got?” I shout over the sirens.


  “First driver went through the windshield,” he yells back. “Caesar took her in the ambulance. The second ambulance is on its way. There are two people in here, from what I can see, but both doors are accordions.”


  “Let me see if I can crawl over the top of the truck.” I start to work my way up the slick metal and shattered glass. My foot goes through a hole I couldn’t see in the flatbed, and I curse and try to get myself untangled. With careful movements I pull myself into the pleated cab of the truck, maneuver myself forward. The driver must have flown out the windshield over the height of the little BMW; the entire front end of the Ford-150 has plowed through the sports car’s passenger side, as if it were made of paper.


  I have to crawl out what was the window of the truck, because the engine is between me and whoever’s inside the BMW. But if I twist myself a certain way, there is a tiny space where I can nearly fit myself, one that puts me up against the tempered glass, spiderweb-shattered, stained red with blood. And just as Red forces the driver’s side door free with the Jaws and a dog comes whimpering out, I realize that the face pressed up against the other side of the broken window is Anna’s.


  “Get them out,” I yell, “get them out now!” I do not know how I force myself back out of this snarled skeleton to knock Red out of the way; how I unhook Campbell Alexander from his seat belt and drag him to lay in the street with the rain pelting around him; how I reach inside to where my daughter is still and wide-eyed, strapped into her belt the way she is supposed to be and Jesus God no.


  Paulie comes out of nowhere and lays his hands on her and before I know what I’m doing I deck him, sending him sprawling. “Fuck, Brian,” he says, holding his jaw.


  “It’s Anna. Paulie, it’s Anna.”


  When they understand, they try to hold me back and do this work for me, but it is my baby, my baby, and I am having none of it. I get her onto a backboard and strap her down, let them load her onto the ambulance. I tip back the bottom of her chin, ready to intubate, but see the little scar she got from falling on Jesse’s ice skate, and fall apart. Red moves me aside and does it instead, then takes her pulse. “It’s weak, Cap,” he says, “but it’s there.”


  He puts in an IV line while I pick up the radio and call in our ETA. “Thirteen-year-old female, MVA, severe closed head injury...” When the cardiac monitor blanks out, I drop the receiver and start CPR. “Get the paddles,” I order, and I pull open Anna’s shirt, cut through the lace of the bra she wanted so badly but doesn’t need. Red shocks her, and gets the pulse back, bradycardia with ventricular escape beats.


  We bag her and put in an IV. Paulie screams into the loading zone for ambulances and throws open the back doors. On the trailer, Anna is immobile. Red grabs my arm, hard. “Don’t think about it,” he says, and he takes the head of Anna’s stretcher and rushes her into the ER.


  They will not let me into the trauma room. A flock of firefighters dribble in for support. One of them goes up to get Sara, who arrives frantic. “Where is she? What happened?”


  “A car accident,” I manage. “I didn’t know who it was until I got there.” My eyes fill up. Do I tell her that she is not breathing independently? Do I tell her that the EKG flatlined? Do I tell her that I have spent the past few minutes questioning every single thing I did on that call, from the way I crawled over the truck to the moment I pulled her from the wreckage, certain that my emotion compromised what should have been done, what could have been done?


  At that moment I hear Campbell Alexander, and the sound of something being thrown against a wall. “Goddammit,” he says. “Just tell me whether or not she was brought here!”


  He bursts out of the doorway of another trauma room, his arm in a cast, his clothes bloodied. The dog, limping, is at his side. Immediately, Campbell’s eyes home in on mine. “Where’s Anna?” he asks.


  I don’t answer, because what the hell can I say. And that’s all it takes for him to understand. “Oh, Jesus,” he whispers. “Oh God, no.”


  The doctor comes out of Anna’s room. He knows me; I am here four nights a week. “Brian,” he says soberly, “she’s not responding to noxious stimuli.”


  The sound that comes out of me is primal, inhuman, all-knowing. “What does that mean?” Sara’s words peck at me. “What is he saying, Brian?”


  “Anna’s head hit the window with great force, Mrs. Fitzgerald. It caused a fatal head injury. A respirator is keeping her breathing right now, but she’s not showing any indications of neurological activity... she’s brain dead. I’m sorry,” the doctor says. “I really am.” He hesitates, looks from me to Sara. “I know it’s not something you even want to think about right now, but there’s a very small window... is organ donation something you’d like to consider?”


  •••


  There are stars in the night sky that look brighter than the others, and when you look at them through a telescope you realize you are looking at twins. The two stars rotate around each other, sometimes taking nearly a hundred years to do it. They create so much gravitational pull there’s no room around for anything else. You might see a blue star, for example, and realize only later that it has a white dwarf as a companion—that first one shines so bright, by the time you notice the second one, it’s really too late.


  •••


  Campbell is the one who actually answers the doctor. “I have power of attorney for Anna,” he explains, “not her parents.” He looks from me, to Sara. “And there is a girl upstairs who needs that kidney.”


  SARA


  [image: Images]


  IN THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE there are orphans and widows, but there is no word for the parent who loses a child.


  They bring her back down to us after the donated organs are removed. I am the last to go in. In the hallway, already, are Jesse and Zanne and Campbell and some of the nurses we’ve grown close to, and even Julia Romano—the people who needed to say goodbye.


  Brian and I walk inside, where Anna lies tiny and still on the hospital bed. A tube feeds down her throat, a machine breathes for her. It is up to us to turn it off. I sit down on the edge of the bed and pick up Anna’s hand, still warm to the touch, still soft inside mine. It turns out that after all these years I have spent anticipating a moment like this, I am completely at a loss. Like coloring the sky in with a crayon; there is no language for grief this big. “I can’t do this,” I whisper.


  Brian comes up behind me. “Sweetheart, she’s not here. It’s the machine keeping her body alive. What makes Anna Anna is already gone.”


  I turn, bury my face against his chest. “But she wasn’t supposed to,” I sob.


  We hold each other, then, and when I feel brave enough I look back down at the husk that once held my youngest. He is right, after all. This is nothing but a shell. There is no energy to the lines of her face; there is a slack absence to her muscles. Under this skin they have stripped her of organs that will go to Kate and to other, nameless, second-chance people.


  “Okay.” I take a deep breath. I put my hand on Anna’s chest as Brian, trembling, flips off the respirator. I rub her skin in small circles, as if this might make it easier. When the monitors flatline, I wait to see some change in her. And then I feel it, as her heart stops beating beneath my palm—that tiny loss of rhythm, that hollow calm, that utter loss.


  EPILOGUE


  When along the pavement,


  Palpitating flames of life,


  People flicker round me,


  I forget my bereavement,


  The gap in the great constellation,


  The place where a star used to be.


  —D. H. LAWRENCE,


  “Submergence”


  Kate
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  2010


  THERE SHOULD BE A STATUTE of limitation on grief. A rule book that says it is all right to wake up crying, but only for a month. That after forty-two days you will no longer turn with your heart racing, certain you have heard her call out your name. That there will be no fine imposed if you feel the need to clean out her desk; take down her artwork from the refrigerator; turn over a school portrait as you pass—if only because it cuts you fresh again to see it. That it is okay to measure the time she has been gone, the way we once measured her birthdays.


  For a long time, afterward, my father claimed to see Anna in the night sky. Sometimes it was the wink of her eye, sometimes the shape of her profile. He insisted that stars were people who were so well loved they were traced in constellations, to live forever. My mother believed, for a long time, that Anna would come back to her. She began to look for signs—plants that bloomed too early, eggs with double yolks, salt spilled in the shape of letters.


  And me, well, I began to hate myself. It was, of course, all my fault. If Anna had never filed that lawsuit, if she hadn’t been at the courthouse signing papers with her attorney, she never would have been at that particular intersection at that particular moment. She would be here, and I would be the one coming back to haunt her.


  •••


  For a long time, I was sick. The transplant nearly failed, and then, inexplicably, I began the long steep climb upward. It has been eight years since my last relapse, something not even Dr. Chance can understand. He thinks it is a combination of the ATRA and the arsenic therapy—some contributing delayed effect—but I know better. It is that someone had to go, and Anna took my place.


  Grief is a curious thing, when it happens unexpectedly. It is a Band-Aid being ripped away, taking the top layer off a family. And the underbelly of a household is never pretty, ours no exception. There were times I stayed in my room for days on end with headphones on, if only so that I would not have to listen to my mother cry. There were the weeks that my father worked round-the-clock shifts, so that he wouldn’t have to come home to a house that felt too big for us.


  Then one morning, my mother realized that we had eaten everything in the house, down to the last shrunken raisin and graham cracker crumb, and she went to the grocery store. My father paid a bill or two. I sat down to watch TV and watched an old I Love Lucy and started to laugh.


  Immediately, I felt like I had defiled a shrine. I clapped my hand over my mouth, embarrassed. It was Jesse, sitting beside me on the couch, who said, “She would have thought it was funny, too.”


  See, as much as you want to hold on to the bitter sore memory that someone has left this world, you are still in it. And the very act of living is a tide: at first it seems to make no difference at all, and then one day you look down and see how much pain has eroded.


  •••


  I wonder how much she keeps tabs on us. If she knows that for a long time, we were close to Campbell and Julia, even went to their wedding. If she understands that the reason we don’t see them anymore is because it just plain hurt too much, because even when we didn’t talk about Anna, she lingered in the spaces between the words, like the smell of something burning.


  I wonder if she was at Jesse’s graduation from the police academy, if she knows that he won a citation from the mayor last year for his role in a drug bust. I wonder if she knew that Daddy fell deep into a bottle after she left, and had to claw his way out. I wonder if she knows that, now, I teach children how to dance. That every time I see two little girls at the barre, sinking into pliés, I think of us.


  •••


  She still takes me by surprise. Like nearly a year after her death, when my mother came home with a roll of film she’d just developed of my high school graduation. We sat down at the kitchen table together, shoulder to shoulder, trying not to mention as we looked at all our double-wide grins that there was someone missing from the photo.


  And then, as if we’d conjured her, the last picture was of Anna. It had been that long since we’d used the camera, plain and simple. She was on a beach towel, holding out one hand toward the photographer, trying to get whoever it was to stop taking her picture.


  My mother and I sat at the kitchen table staring at Anna until the sun set, until we had memorized everything from the color of her ponytail holder to the pattern of fringe on her bikini. Until we couldn’t be sure we were seeing her clearly anymore.


  •••


  My mother let me have that picture of Anna. But I didn’t frame it; I put it into an envelope and sealed it and stuffed it far back into a corner drawer of a filing cabinet. It’s there, just in case one of these days I start to lose her.


  There might be a morning when I wake up and her face isn’t the first thing I see. Or a lazy August afternoon when I can’t quite recall anymore where the freckles were on her right shoulder. Maybe one of these days, I will not be able to listen to the sound of snow falling and hear her footsteps.


  When I start to feel this way I go into the bathroom and I lift up my shirt and touch the white lines of my scar. I remember how, at first, I thought the stitches seemed to spell out her name. I think about her kidney working inside me and her blood running through my veins. I take her with me, wherever I go.


  MY


  SISTER’S


  KEEPER


  JODI PICOULT
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  A READERS CLUB GUIDE
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  ABOUT THIS GUIDE


  The suggested questions are intended to help your reading group find new and interesting angles and topics for discussion for Jodi Picoult’s My Sister’s Keeper. We hope that these ideas will enrich your conversation and increase your enjoyment of the book.


  Many fine books from Washington Square Press feature Readers Club Guides. For a complete listing, or to read the Guides online, visit http://www.BookClubReader.com.


  A CONVERSATION WITH JODI PICOULT


  Q: Your novels are incredibly relevant because they deal with topics that are a part of the national dialogue. Stem cell research and “designer babies” are issues that the medical community (and the political community) seems to be torn about. Why did you choose this subject for My Sister’s Keeper? Did writing this novel change any of your views in this area?


  A: I came across the idea for this novel through the back door of a previous one, Second Glance. While researching eugenics for that book, I learned that the American Eugenics Society—the one whose funding dried up in the 1930s when the Nazis began to explore racial hygiene too—used to be housed in Cold Spring Harbor, New York. Guess who occupies the same space today? The Human Genome Project... which many consider “today’s eugenics.” This was just too much of a coincidence for me, and I started to consider the way this massive, cutting-edge science we’re on the brink of exploding into was similar to—and different from—the eugenics programs and sterilization laws in America in the 1930s. Once again, you’ve got science that is only as ethical as the people who are researching and implementing it—and once again, in the wake of such intense scientific advancement, what’s falling by the wayside are the emotions involved in the case-by-case scenarios. I heard about a couple in America that successfully conceived a sibling that was a bone-marrow match for his older sister, a girl suffering from a rare form of leukemia. His cord blood cells were given to the sister, who is still (several years later) in remission. But I started to wonder... what if she ever, sadly, goes out of remission? Will the boy feel responsible? Will he wonder if the only reason he was born was because his sister was sick? When I started to look more deeply at the family dynamics and how stem cell research might cause an impact, I came up with the story of the Fitzgeralds. I personally am pro stem cell research—there’s too much good it can to do simply dismiss it. However, clearly, it’s a slippery slope, and sometimes researchers and political candidates get so bogged down in the ethics behind it and the details of the science that they forget completely we’re talking about humans with feelings and emotions and hopes and fears... like Anna and her family. I believe that we’re all going to be forced to think about these issues within a few years, so why not first in fiction?


  Q: In Jesse, you’ve done an amazing job of bringing the voice of the “angry young man” alive with irreverent originality. Your ability to transcend gender lines in your writing is seemingly effortless. Is this actually the case, or is writing from a male perspective a difficult thing for you to do?


  A: I have to tell you—writing Jesse is the most fun I’ve had in a long time. Maybe at heart I’ve always wanted to be a seventeen-year-old juvenile delinquent, but for whatever reason, it was just an absolute lark to take someone with so much anger and hurt inside him and give him voice. It’s always more fun to pretend to be someone you aren’t, for whatever reason—whether that means male, or thirteen, or neurotic, or suicidal, or any of a dozen other first-person narrators I’ve created. Whenever I try on a male voice—like Jesse’s or Campbell’s or Brian’s—it feels like slipping into a big overcoat. It’s comfortable there, and easy to get accustomed to wearing... but if I’m not careful, I’ll slip and show what I’ve got on underneath.


  Q: On page 190, Jesse observes, while reminiscing on his planned attempt to dig to China, that “Darkness, you know, is relative.” What does this sentiment mean and why did you choose to express it through Jesse, who in some ways is one of the least reflective characters in the novel?


  A: Well, that’s exactly why it has to be Jesse who says it. To Jesse, whatever injustices he thinks he’s suffered growing up will always pale to the Great Injustice of his sister being sick. He can’t win, plain and simple, so he doesn’t bother to try. When you read Jesse, you think you see exactly what you’re getting: a kid who’s gone rotten to the core. But I’d argue that in his case, you’re dealing with an onion... someone whose reality is several layers away from what’s on the surface. The question isn’t whether Jesse’s bad, it’s what made him that way in the first place and whether that’s really who he is, or just a facade he uses to protect a softer self from greater disappointment.


  Q: How did you choose which quotes would go at the beginning of each section? Milton, Shakespeare, D. H. Lawrence—are these some of your favorite authors, or did you have other reasons for choosing them?


  A: I suppose I could say that all I ever read are the Masters, and that these quotes just popped out of my memory—but I’d be lying! The bits I used at the beginning of the sections are ones that I searched for, diligently. I was looking for allusions to fire, flashes, stars—all imagery that might connect a family that is figuratively burning itself out.


  Q: Sisterhood—and siblinghood, for that matter—is a central concept in this work. Why did you make Isobel and Julia twins? Does this plot point somehow correspond with the codependence between Kate and Anna? What did you hope to reveal about sisterhood through this story?


  A: I think there is a relationship between sisters that is unlike other sibling bonds. It’s a combination of competition and fierce loyalty, which is certainly evident in both sets of sisters in this book. The reason Izzy and Julia are twins is because they started out as one embryo, before splitting in utero, and as they grew, their differences became more pronounced. Kate and Anna, too, have genetic connections, but unlike Izzy and Julia, they aren’t able to separate from each other to grow into distinct individuals. I wanted to hold up both examples to the reader, so that they could see the difference between two sisters who started out as one and diverged, and two sisters who started out distinct from each other and somehow became inextricably tangled.


  Q: Anyone who has watched a loved one die (and anyone with a heart in their chest) would be moved by the heartfelt, realistic, and moving depiction of sickness and death that is presented in this story. Was it difficult to imagine that scenario? How did you generate the realistic details?


  A: It’s always hard to imagine a scenario where a family is dealing with intense grief, because naturally you can’t help but think of your own family going through that sort of hell. When researching the book, I spoke to children who had cancer, as well as their parents—to better capture what it felt like to live day by day and maintain a positive attitude in spite of the overwhelming specter of what might be just around the corner. To a lesser extent, I also drew on my own experience, as a parent with a child who faced a series of surgeries: when my middle son, Jake, was five, he was diagnosed with bilateral cholesteatomas in his ears—benign tumors that will eventually burrow into your brain and kill you, if you don’t manage to catch them. He had ten surgeries in three years, and he’s tumor-free now. Clearly, I wasn’t facing the same urgent fears that the mom of a cancer patient faces, but it’s not hard to remember how trying those hospitalizations were. Every single time I walked beside his gurney into the OR, where I would stay with him while he was anesthetized, I’d think, “Okay, just take my ear; if that keeps him from going through this again.” That utter desperation and desire to make him healthy again became the heart of Sara’s monologues... and is the reason that I cannot hate her for making the decisions she did.


  Q: Sara is a complicated character, and readers will probably both criticize her and empathize with her. How do you see her role in the story?


  A: Like Nina Frost in Perfect Match, Sara’s going to generate a bit of controversy, I think. And yet, I adore Nina... and I really admire Sara too. I think that she’s the easy culprit to blame in this nightmare, and yet I would caution the reader not to rush to judgment. As Sara says at the end of the book, it was never a case of choosing one child over the other—it was a case of wanting both. I don’t think she meant for Anna to be at the mercy of her sister, I think she was intent on doing what had to be done only to keep that family intact. Now, that said, I don’t think she’s a perfect mom. She lets Jesse down—although she certainly was focused on more pressing emergencies, it’s hard for me to imagine giving up so completely on a child, no matter what. And she’s so busy fixating on Kate’s shaky future that she loses sight of her family in the here and now—an oversight, of course, that she will wind up regretting forever at the end of the book.


  Q: The point of view of young people is integral in your novels. In fact, more wisdom, humor, and compassion often come from them than anywhere else. What do you think adults could stand to learn from children? What is it about children that allows them to get to the truth of things so easily?


  A: Kids are the consummate radar devices for screening lies. They instinctively know when someone isn’t being honest, or truthful, and one of the really hard parts about growing up is learning the value of a white lie. For them, it’s artifice that has to be acquired. Remember how upset Holden Caulfield got at all the Phonies? Anna sees things the way they are because mentally she’s still a kid—in spite of the fact that she’s pretty much lost her childhood. The remarkable thing about adolescents, though, that keeps me coming back to them in fiction is that even when they’re on the brink of realizing that growing up means compromising and letting go of those ideals, they still hold fast to hope. They may not want to admit to it (witness Jesse!), but they’ve got it tucked into their back pockets, just in case. It’s why teens make such great and complicated narrators.


  Q: The ending of My Sister’s Keeper is surprising and terribly sad. Without giving too much away, can you share why you choose to end the novel this way? Was it your plan from the beginning, or did this develop later on, as you were writing?


  A: Let me tell you a story: My Sister’s Keeper is the first book one of my own kids has read. Kyle, who’s twelve, picked it up and immediately got engrossed in it. The day he finished the book, I found him weeping on the couch. He pushed me away and went up to his room and told me that he really didn’t want to see me or talk to me for a while—he was that upset. Eventually, when we did sit down to discuss it, he kept asking, “Why? Why did it have to end like that?” The answer I gave him (and you) is this: because this isn’t an easy book, and you know from the first page that there are no easy answers. Medically, this ending was a realistic scenario for the family—and thematically, it was the only way to hammer home to all the characters what’s truly important in life. Do I wish it could have had a happy ending? You bet—I even gave a twenty-third-hour call to a oncology nurse to ask if there was some other way to end the book. But finally, I came to see that if I wanted to be true to the story, this was the right conclusion.


  Q: All of your books to date have garnered wonderful press. In what ways, if any, does this change your writing experience?


  A: Um, are you reading the same reviews that I am?!? I’m kidding—well, a little. I’ve had overwhelmingly good reviews, but I think the bad reviews always stick with you longer, because they sting so much (no matter how many times I tell myself I’m going to ignore them, I read them anyway). I am fortunate to write commercially marketed books that still manage to get review coverage—too often in this industry books are divided by what’s reviewed and literary, or what’s advertised and commercial. It’s incredibly fun to have a starred review in a magazine—photographers come out and take fancy pictures of you, and people are forever seeing your face and a description of your novel when they hang out in doctors’ and dentists’ waiting rooms. But the best thing about good press is that it makes people who might not otherwise have a clue who you are want to go and pick up your book. I never write a book thinking of reviewers (in fact, if I did, I’d probably just hide under my desk and never type another letter!), but I certainly think about whether it will hold the interest of a reader as well as it’s holding my own.


  QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION


  1) One of this novel’s strengths is the way it skillfully demonstrates the subjectivity people bring to their interactions with others. The motivations of individual characters, the emotions that pull them one way or another, and the personal feelings that they inject into professional situations become achingly clear as we explore many viewpoints. For example, despite Julia and Campbell’s attempts to remain calm, unemotional, and businesslike when they deal with each other, the past keeps seeping in, clouding their interaction. The same goes for the interaction between Sara and Anna during the trial. Is there such a thing as an objective decision in the world of this story? Is anyone capable of being totally rational, or do emotions always come into play?


  2) What do you think of this story’s representation of the justice system? What was your opinion of the final outcome of the trial?


  3) What is your opinion of Sara? With her life focused on saving Kate, she sometimes neglects her other children. Jesse is rapidly becoming a juvenile delinquent, and Anna is invisible—a fact that the little girl knows only too well. What does this say about Sara’s role as a mother? What would you have done, in her shoes? Has she unwittingly forgotten Jesse and Anna, or do you think she has consciously chosen to neglect them—either as an attempt to save a little energy for herself, or as some kind of punishment? Does Sara resent her other children for being healthy? Did you find yourself criticizing Sara, empathizing with her, or both?


  4) During a conversation about Kate, Zanne tells Sara, “No one has to be a martyr 24/7.” When she mistakenly hears the word “mother” not “martyr” and is corrected by Zanne, Sara smiles and asks, “Is there a difference?” In what ways does this moment provide insight into Sara’s state of mind? Do you think it strange that she sees no difference between motherhood and martyrhood?


  5) Campbell is certainly a fascinating character: guarded, intelligent, caring and yet selfish at the same time. Due to these seemingly contradictory traits, it can be difficult to figure him out. As he himself admits, “motivations are not what they seem to be.” At one point he states, “Out of necessity—medical and emotional—I have gotten rather skilled at being an escape artist.” Why do you think Campbell feels that he needs to hide his illness? Is it significant that Anna is the first to break down his barriers and hear the truth? Why, for example, does he flippantly dismiss all questions regarding Judge with sarcastic remarks?


  6) At one point, Campbell thinks to himself: “There are two reasons not to tell the truth—because lying will get you what you want, and because lying will keep someone from getting hurt.” With this kind of thinking, Campbell gives himself an amazingly wide berth; he effectively frees himself from speaking any semblance of the truth as long as the lie will somehow benefit himself or anyone else. Did it concern you that a lawyer would express an opinion like this? Do you think, by the end of the story, that Campbell still thinks this moral flexibility is okay? In what ways might this kind of thinking actually wind up hurting Campbell?


  7) It is interesting that Campbell suffers seizures that only his dog can foresee. How might this unique relationship mirror some of the relationships between humans in this novel? In what ways does Judge introduce important ideas about loyalty and instinct?


  8) On page 149, Brian is talking to Julia about astronomy and says, “Dark matter has a gravitational effect on other objects. You can’t see it, you can’t feel it, but you can watch something being pulled in its direction.” How is this symbolic of Kate’s illness? What might be a possible reason for Brian’s fascination with astronomy?


  9) Near the end of the novel, Anna describes “Ifspeak”—the language that all children know, but abandon as they grow older—remarking that “Kids think with their brains cracked wide open; becoming an adult, I’ve decided, is only a slow sewing shut.” Do you believe this to be true? What might children teach the adults in this novel? Which adults need lessons most?


  10) “It’s more like we’re astronauts, each wearing a separate helmet, each sustained by our own source of air.” This quote comes from Anna, as she and her parents sit in silence in the hospital cafeteria. Besides being a powerful image of the family members’ isolation, this observation shows Anna to be one of the wisest, most perceptive characters in this novel. Discuss the alienation affecting these characters. While it is obvious that Anna’s decision to sue her parents increases that sense of alienation throughout the novel (especially for Anna herself), do you think that she has permanently harmed the family dynamic?


  11) During the trial, when Dr. Campbell takes the stand, he describes the rules by which the medical ethics committee, of which he is a part, rules their cases. Out of these six principles (autonomy, veracity, fidelity, beneficence, non-maleficence, and justice), which apply to Anna’s lawsuit? Moreover, which of these should be applied to Anna’s home situation? In other words, do you think a parent might have anything to learn from the guidelines that the doctors follow? Are there family ethics that ought to be put into place to ensure positive family dynamics? If so, what should they be?


  12) Early in the legal proceedings, Anna makes a striking observation as she watches her mother slip back into her lawyer role, noting, “It is hard to believe that my mother used to do this for a living. She used to be someone else, once. I suppose we all were.” Discuss the concept of change as it is presented in this story. While most of the characters seem to undergo a metamorphosis of sorts—either emotionally or even physically (in the case of Kate), some seem more adept at it than others. Who do you think is ultimately the most capable of undergoing change, and why?


  13) Discuss the symbolic role that Jesse’s pyromania plays in this novel, keeping in mind the following quote from Brian: “How does someone go from thinking that if he cannot rescue, he must destroy?” Why is it significant that Jesse has, in many respects, become the polar opposite of his father? But despite this, why is Jesse often finding himself in the reluctant hero position (saving Rat, delivering the baby at boot camp)? Brian himself comes to realize, in the scene where he confronts Jesse, that he and his son aren’t so different. Talk about the traits that they share and the new understanding that they gain for each other by the end of the story.


  14) My Sister’s Keeper explores the moral, practical, and emotional complications of putting one human being in pain or in danger for the well-being of another. Discuss the different kinds of ethical problems that Anna, as the “designer baby,” presents in this story. Did your view change as the story progressed? Why or why not? Has this novel changed any of your opinions about other conflicts in bioethics like stem cell research or genetically manipulated offspring?
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  The first book published under the Atria name, The Right Words at the Right Time by Marlo Thomas, became an instant #1 New York Times bestseller, and since then Atria has gone on to publish more than 185 New York Times bestsellers. Atria is the publishing home to many major bestselling authors including His Holiness the Dalai Lama, Jude Deveraux, Vince Flynn, T.D. Jakes, Shirley MacLaine, Kate Morton, Jodi Picoult, Sister Souljah, Brad Thor, Jennifer Weiner, Lauren Weisberger, Zane, and Rhonda Byrne, author of the international bestsellers The Secret and The Power.


  In recent years, the imprint has placed a strategic emphasis on publishing for diverse audiences through the acquisition of the African American–oriented press Strebor Books, the launch of Atria Books Español, and co-publishing agreements with Beyond Words Publishers and Cash Money Records. Atria Books also publishes literary fiction and topical nonfiction in trade paperback under the Washington Square Press imprint, and popular fiction and nonfiction under the Emily Bestler Books imprint, launched in 2011.


  Atria—books that entertain and enlighten.
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  Ask Atria


  AskAtria is a place where you can ask all your questions about book publishing—ask an editor, a publicist, a publisher, or a marketer!


  Visit vyou.com/AskAtria
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    We hope you enjoyed reading this Atria Books/Emily Bestler Books eBook.

    


    Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Atria Unbound/Emily Bestler Books and Simon & Schuster.

  


  
    
      CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

    

  


  
    or visit us online to sign up at

    eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com
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