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  Prologue


  I was six years old the first time I disappeared.


  My father was working on a magic act for the annual Christmas show at the senior center, and his assistant, the receptionist who had a real gold tooth and false eyelashes as thick as spiders, got the flu. I was fully prepared to beg my father to be part of the act, but he asked, as if I were the one who would be doing him a favor.


  Like I said, I was six, and I still believed that my father truly could pull coins out of my ear and find a bouquet of flowers in the folds of Mrs. Kleban’s chenille housecoat and make Mr. van Looen’s false teeth disappear. He did these little tricks all the time for the elderly folks who came to play bingo or do chair aerobics or watch old black-and-white movies with soundtracks that crackled like flame. I knew some parts of the act were fake—his fiddlehead mustache, for example, and the quarter with two heads—but I was one hundred percent sure that his magic wand had the ability to transport me into some limbo zone, until he saw fit to call me back.


  On the night of the Christmas show, the residents of three different assisted-living communities in our town braved the cold and the snow to be bused to the senior center. They sat in a semicircle watching my father while I waited backstage. When he announced me—the Amazing Cordelia!—I stepped out wearing the sequined leotard I usually kept in my dress-up bin.


  I learned a lot that night. For example, that part of being the magician’s assistant means coming face-to-face with illusion. That invisibility is really just knotting your body in a certain way and letting the black curtain fall over you. That people don’t vanish into thin air; that when you can’t find someone, it’s because you’ve been misdirected to look elsewhere.


  I
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  I think it is a matter of love: the more you love a memory, the stronger and stranger it is.


  —Vladimir Nabokov


  Delia


  You can’t exist in this world without leaving a piece of yourself behind. There are concrete paths, like credit card receipts and appointment calendars and promises you’ve made to others. There are microscopic clues, like fingerprints, that stay invisible unless you know how to look for them. But even in the absence of any of this, there’s scent. We live in a cloud that moves with us as we check e-mail and jog and carpool. The whole time, we shed skin cells—forty thousand per minute—that rise on currents up our legs and under our chins.


  Today, I’m running behind Greta, who picks up the pace just as we hit the twisted growth at the base of the mountain. I’m soaked to the thighs with muck and slush, although it doesn’t seem to be bothering my bloodhound any. The awful conditions that make it so hard to navigate are the same conditions that have preserved this trail.


  The officer from the Carroll, New Hampshire, Police Department who is supposed to be accompanying me has fallen behind. He takes one look at the terrain Greta is bulldozing and shakes his head. “Forget it,” he says. “There’s no way a four-year-old would have made it through this mess.”


  The truth is, he’s probably right. At this time of the afternoon, as the ground cools down under a setting sun, air currents run downslope, which means that although the girl probably walked through flatter area some distance away, Greta is picking up the scent trail where it’s drifted. “Greta disagrees,” I say.


  In my line of work, I can’t afford not to trust my partner. Fifty percent of a dog’s nose is devoted to the sense of smell, compared to only one square inch of mine. So if Greta says that Holly Gardiner wandered out of the playground at Sticks & Stones Day Care and climbed to the top of Mount Deception, I’m going to hike right up there to find her.


  Greta yanks on the end of the fifteen-foot leash and hustles at a clip for a few hundred feet. A beautiful bloodhound, she has a black widow’s peak, a brown velvet coat, and the gawky body of the girl who watches the dancers from the bleachers. She circles a smooth, bald rock twice; then glances up at me, the folds of her long face deepening. Scent will pool, like the ripples when a stone’s thrown into a pond. This is where the child stopped to rest.


  “Find her,” I order. Greta casts around to pick up the scent again, and then starts to run. I sprint after the dog, wincing as a branch snaps back against my face and opens a cut over my left eye. We tear through a snarl of vines and burst onto a narrow footpath that opens up into a clearing.


  The little girl is sitting on the wet ground, shivering, arms lashed tight over her knees. Just like always, for a moment her face is Sophie’s, and I have to keep myself from grabbing her and scaring her half to death. Greta bounds over and jumps up, which is how she knows to identify the person whose scent she took from a fleece hat at the day-care center and followed six miles to this spot.


  The girl blinks up at us, slowly pecking her way through a shell of fear. “I bet you’re Holly,” I say, crouching beside her. I shrug off my jacket, ripe with body heat, and settle it over her clothespin shoulders. “My name is Delia.” I whistle, and the dog comes trotting close. “This is Greta.”


  I slip off the harness she wears while she’s working. Greta wags her tail so hard that it makes her body a metronome. As the little girl reaches up to pat the dog, I do a quick visual assessment. “Are you hurt?”


  She shakes her head and glances at the cut over my eye. “You are.”


  Just then the Carroll police officer bursts into the clearing, panting. “I’ll be damned,” he wheezes. “You actually found her.”


  I always do. But it isn’t my track record that keeps me in this business. It’s not the adrenaline rush; it’s not even the potential happy ending. It’s because, when you get down to it, I’m the one who’s lost.


  ***


  I watch the reunion between mother and daughter from a distance—how Holly melts into her mother’s arms, how relief binds them like a seam. Even if she’d been a different race or dressed like a gypsy, I would have been able to pick this woman out of a crowd: She is the one who seems unraveled, half of a whole.


  I can’t imagine anything more terrifying than losing Sophie. When you’re pregnant, you can think of nothing but having your own body to yourself again; yet after giving birth you realize that the biggest part of you is now somehow external, subject to all sorts of dangers and disappearance, so you spend the rest of your life trying to figure out how to keep her close enough for comfort. That’s the strange thing about being a mother: Until you have a baby, you don’t even realize how much you were missing one.


  It doesn’t matter if the subject Greta and I are searching for is old, young, male, or female—to someone, that missing person is what Sophie is to me.


  Part of my tight connection to Sophie, I know, is pure over-compensation. My mother died when I was four. When I was Sophie’s age, I’d hear my father say things like “I lost my wife in a car accident,” and it made no sense to me: If he knew where she was, why didn’t he just go find her? It took me a lifetime to realize things don’t get lost if they don’t have value—you don’t miss what you don’t care about—but I was too young to have stored up a cache of memories of my mother. For a long time, all I had of her was a smell—a mixture of vanilla and apples could bring her back as if she were standing a foot away—and then this disappeared, too. Not even Greta can find someone without that initial clue.


  From where she is sitting beside me, Greta nuzzles my forehead, reminding me that I’m bleeding. I wonder if I’ll need stitches, if this will launch my father into another tirade about why I should have become something relatively safer, like a bounty hunter or the leader of a bomb squad.


  Someone hands me a gauze pad, which I press against the cut above my eye. When I glance up I see it’s Fitz, my best friend, who happens to be a reporter for the paper with the largest circulation in our state. “What does the other guy look like?” he asks.


  “I got attacked by a tree.”


  “No kidding? I always heard their bark is worse than their bite.”


  Fitzwilliam MacMurray grew up in one of the houses beside mine; Eric Talcott lived in the other. My father used to call us Siamese triplets. I have a long history with both of them that includes drying slugs on the pavement with Morton’s salt, dropping water balloons off the elementary school roof, and kidnapping the gym teacher’s cat. As kids, we were a triumverate; as adults, we are still remarkably close. In fact, Fitz will be pulling double duty at my wedding—as Eric’s best man, and as my man-of-honor.


  From this angle, Fitz is enormous. He’s six-four, with a shock of red hair that makes him look like he’s on fire. “I need a quote from you,” he says.


  I always knew Fitz would wind up writing; although I figured he’d be a poet or a storyteller. He would play with language the way other children played with stones and twigs, building structures for the rest of us to decorate with our imagination. “Make something up,” I suggest.


  He laughs. “Hey, I work for the New Hampshire Gazette, not the New York Times.”


  “Excuse me... ?”


  We both turn at the sound of a woman’s voice. Holly Gardiner’s mother is staring at me, her expression so full of words that, for a moment, she can’t choose the right one. “Thank you,” she says finally. “Thank you so much.”


  “Thank Greta,” I reply. “She did all the work.”


  The woman is on the verge of tears, the weight of the moment falling as heavy and sudden as rain. She grabs my hand and squeezes, a pulse of understanding between mothers, before she heads back to the rescue workers who are taking care of Holly.


  There were times I missed my mother desperately while I was growing up—when all the other kids at school had two parents at the Holiday Concert, when I got my period and had to sit down on the lip of the bathtub with my father to read the directions on the Tampax box, when I first kissed Eric and felt like I might burst out of my skin.


  Now.


  Fitz slings his arm over my shoulders. “It’s not like you missed out,” he says gently. “Your dad was better than most parents put together.”


  “I know,” I reply, but I watch Holly Gardiner and her mother walk all the way back to their car, hand in hand, like two jewels on a delicate strand that might at any moment be broken.


  ***


  That night Greta and I are the lead story on the evening news. In rural New Hampshire, we don’t get broadcasts of gang wars and murders and serial rapists; instead, we get barns that burn down and ribbon-cuttings at local hospitals and local heroes like me.


  My father and I stand in the kitchen, getting dinner ready. “What’s wrong with Sophie?” I ask, frowning as I peer into the living room, where she lays puddled on the carpet.


  “She’s tired,” my father says.


  She takes an occasional nap after I pick her up from kindergarten, but today, when I was on a search, my father had to bring her back to the senior center with him until closing time. Still, there’s more to it. When I came home, she wasn’t at the door waiting to tell me all the important things: who swung the highest at recess, which book Mrs. Easley read to them, whether snack was carrots and cheese cubes for the third day in a row.


  “Did you take her temperature?” I ask.


  “Is it missing?” He grins at me when I roll my eyes. “She’ll be her old self by dessert,” he predicts. “Kids bounce back fast.”


  At nearly sixty, my father is good-looking—ageless, almost, with his salt-and-pepper hair and runner’s build. Although there were any number of women who would have thrown themselves at a man like Andrew Hopkins, he only dated sporadically, and he never remarried. He used to say that life was all about a boy finding the perfect girl; he was lucky enough to have been handed his in a labor and delivery room.


  He moves to the stove, adding half-and-half to the crushed tomatoes—a homemade recipe trick one of the seniors taught him that turned out to be surprisingly good, unlike their tips for helping Sophie avoid croup (tie a black cord around her neck) or curing an earache (put olive oil and pepper on a cotton ball and stuff into the ear). “When’s Eric getting here?” he asks. “I can’t keep this cooking much longer.”


  He was supposed to arrive a half hour ago, but there’s been no phone call to say he’s running late, and he isn’t answering his cell. I don’t know where he is, but there are plenty of places I am imagining him: Murphy’s Bar on Main Street, Callahan’s on North Park, off the road in a ditch somewhere.


  Sophie comes into the kitchen. “Hey,” I say, my anxiety about Eric disappearing in the wide sunny wake of our daughter. “Want to help?” I hold up the green beans; she likes the crisp sound they make when they snap.


  She shrugs and sits down with her back against the refrigerator.


  “How was school today?” I prompt.


  Her small face darkens like the thunderstorms we get in July, sudden and fierce before they pass. Then, just as quickly, she looks up at me. “Jennica has warts,” Sophie announces.


  “That’s too bad,” I reply, trying to remember which one Jennica is—the classmate with the platinum braids, or the one whose father owns the gourmet coffee shop in town.


  “I want warts.”


  “No, you don’t.” Headlights flash past the window, but don’t turn into our driveway. I focus on Sophie, trying to remember if warts are contagious or if that’s an old wives’ tale.


  “But they’re green,” Sophie whines. “And really soft and on the tag it says the name.”


  Warts, apparently, is the hot new Beanie Baby. “Maybe for your birthday.”


  “I bet you’ll forget that, too,” Sophie accuses, and she runs out of the kitchen and upstairs.


  All of a sudden I can see the red circle on my calendar—the parent-child tea in her kindergarten class started at one o’clock, when I was halfway up a mountain searching for Holly Gardiner.


  When I was a kid and there was a mother-daughter event in my elementary school, I wouldn’t tell my father about it. Instead, I’d fake sick, staying home for the day so that I didn’t have to watch everyone else’s mother come through the door and know that my own was never going to arrive.


  I find Sophie lying on her bed. “Baby,” I say. “I’m really sorry.”


  She looks up at me. “When you’re with them,” she asks, a slice through the heart, “do you ever think about me?”


  In response I pick her up and settle her on my lap. “I think about you even when I’m sleeping,” I say.


  It is hard to believe now, with this small body dovetailing against mine, but when I found out I was pregnant I considered not keeping the baby. I wasn’t married, and Eric was having enough trouble without tossing in any added responsibility. In the end, though, I couldn’t go through with it. I wanted to be the kind of mother who couldn’t be separated from a child without putting up a fierce fight. I like to believe my own mother had been that way.


  Parenting Sophie—with and without Eric, depending on the year—has been much harder than I ever expected. Whatever I do right I chalk up to my father’s example. Whatever I do wrong I blame squarely on fate.


  The door to the bedroom opens, and Eric walks in. For that half second, before all the memories crowd in, he takes my breath away. Sophie has my dark hair and freckles, but thankfully, that’s about all. She’s got Eric’s lean build and his high cheekbones, his easy smile and his unsettling eyes—the feverish blue of a glacier. “Sorry I’m late.” He drops a kiss on the crown of my head and I breathe in, trying to smell the telltale alcohol on his breath. He hoists Sophie into his arms.


  I can’t make out the sourness of whiskey, or the grainy yeast of beer, but that means nothing. Even in high school, Eric knew a hundred ways to remove the red flags of alcohol consumption. “Where were you?” I ask.


  “Meeting a friend in the Amazon.” He pulls a Beanie Baby frog out of his back pocket.


  Sophie squeals and grabs it, hugs Eric so tight I think she might cut off his circulation. “She double-teamed us,” I say, shaking my head. “She’s a con artist.”


  “Just hedging her bets.” He puts Sophie down on the floor, and she immediately runs downstairs to show her grandfather.


  I go into his arms, hooking my thumbs into the back pockets of his jeans. Under my ear, his heart keeps time for me. I’m sorry I doubted you. “Do I get a toad, too?” I ask.


  “You already had one. You kissed him, and got me instead. Remember?” To illustrate, he trails his lips from the tiny divot at the base of my neck—a sledding scar from when I was two—all the way up to my mouth. I taste coffee and hope and, thank God, nothing else.


  We stand in our daughter’s room for a few minutes like that, even after the kiss is finished, just leaning against each other in between the quiet places. I have always loved him. Warts and all.


  ***


  When we were little, Eric and Fitz and I invented a language. I’ve forgotten most of it, with the exception of a few words: valyango, which meant pirate; palapala, which meant rain; and ruskifer, which had no translation to English but described the dimpled bottom of a woven basket, all the reeds coming together to form one joint spot, and that we sometimes used to explain our friendship. This was back in the days before playtime had all the contractual scheduling of an arranged marriage, and most mornings, one of us would show up at the house of another and we’d swing by to pick up the third.


  In the winter, we would build snow forts with complicated burrows and tunnels, complete with three sculpted thrones where we’d sit and suck on icicles until we could no longer feel our fingers and toes. In the spring, we ate sugar-on-snow that Fitz’s dad made us when he boiled down his own maple syrup, the three of us dueling with forks to get the sweetest, longest strands. In the fall, we would climb the fence into the back acreage of McNab’s Orchards and eat Macouns and Cortlands and Jonathans whose skin was as warm as our own. In the summer, we wrote secret predictions about our futures by the faint light of trapped fireflies, and hid them in the hollow knot of an old maple tree—a time capsule, for when we grew up.


  We had our roles: Fitz was the dreamer; I was the practical tactician; Eric was the front man, the one who could charm adults or other kids with equal ease. Eric always knew exactly what to say when you dropped your hot lunch tray by accident and the whole cafeteria was staring at you, or when the teacher called on you and you’d been writing up your Christmas list. Being part of his entourage was like the sun coming through a plate-glass window: golden, something to lift your face toward.


  It was when we came home the summer after freshman year in college that things began to change. We were all chafing under our parents’ rules and roofs, but Eric rubbed himself raw, lightening up only when we three would go out at night. Eric would always suggest a bar, and he knew the ones that didn’t card minors. Afterward, when Fitz was gone, Eric and I would spread an old quilt on the far shore of the town lake and undress each other, swatting away mosquitoes from the pieces of each other we’d laid claim to. But every time I kissed him, there was liquor on his breath, and I’ve always hated the smell of alcohol. It’s a weird quirk, but no stranger than those people who can’t stand the scent of gas, I suppose, and have to hold their breath while they fill up their cars. At any rate, I’d kiss Eric and inhale that fermenting, bitter smell and roll away from him. He’d call me a prude, and I started to think maybe I was one—that was easier than admitting what was really driving us apart.


  Sometimes we find ourselves walking through our lives blindfolded, and we try to deny that we’re the ones who securely tied the knot. It was this way for Fitz and me, the decade after high school. If Eric told us that he had a beer only every now and then, we believed him. If his hands shook when he was sober, we turned away. If I mentioned his drinking, it became my problem, not his. And yet, in spite of all this, I still couldn’t end our relationship. All of my memories were laced with him; to extract them would mean losing the flavor of my childhood.


  The day I found out I was pregnant, Eric drove his car off the road, through a flimsy guard rail, and into a local farmer’s cornfield. When he called to tell me what had happened—blaming it on a woodchuck that ran across the road—I hung up the phone and drove to Fitz’s apartment. I think we have a problem, I said to him, as if it was the three of us, which, in reality, it was.


  Fitz had listened to me speak a truth we’d taken great pains never to utter out loud, plus a newer, magnificent, frightening one. I can’t do this alone, I told him.


  He had looked at my belly, still flat. You aren’t.


  There was no denying Eric’s magnetism, but that afternoon I realized that, united, Fitz and I were a force to be reckoned with as well. And when I left his apartment armed with the knowledge of what I was going to have to say to Eric, I remembered what I had written down during that backlit summer when I was trying to guess the rest of my life. I’d been embarrassed setting the words to paper, had folded it three times so Fitz and Eric wouldn’t see. Me—a tomboy who spent hours in the company of boys pretending to be a swashbuckling privateer, or an archaeologist searching for relics, a girl who had been the damsel in distress only once, and even then had rescued herself—I had written only a single wild wish. One day, I’d written, I will be a mother.


  ***


  As one of Wexton’s three attorneys, Eric does real estate transfers and wills and the occasional divorce, but he’s done a little trial work, too—representing defendants charged with DUI and petty thefts. He usually wins, which is no surprise to me. After all, more than once I have been a jury of one, and I’ve always managed to be persuaded.


  Case in point: my wedding. I was perfectly happy to sign a marriage certificate at the courthouse. But then Eric suggested that a big party wasn’t such a bad idea, and before I knew what had happened, I was buried in a pile of brochures for reception venues, and band tapes, and price lists from florists.


  I’m sitting on the living room floor after dinner, swatches of fabric covering my legs like a patchwork quilt. “Who cares whether the napkins are blue or teal?” I complain. “Isn’t teal really just blue on steroids, anyway?”


  I hand him a stack of photo albums; we are supposed to find ten of Eric and ten of me as an introductory montage to the wedding video. He cracks the first one open, and there’s a picture of Eric and Fitz and me rolled fat as sausages in our snowsuits, peeking out from the entrance of a homemade igloo. I’m between the two boys; it’s like that in most of the photos.


  “Look at my hair,” Eric laughs. “I look like Dorothy Hamill.”


  “No, I look like Dorothy Hamill. You look like a portobello mushroom.”


  In the next two albums I pick up, I am older. There are fewer pictures of us as a trio, and more of Eric and me, with Fitz sprinkled in. Our senior prom picture: Eric and I, and then Fitz in his own snapshot with a girl whose name I can’t recall.


  One night when we were fifteen we told our parents we were going on a school-sponsored overnight and instead climbed to the top of Dartmouth’s Baker Library bell tower to watch a meteor shower. We drank peach schnapps stolen from Eric’s parents’ liquor cabinet and watched the stars play tag with the moon. Fitz fell asleep holding the bottle and Eric and I waited for the cursive of comets. Did you see that one? Eric asked. When I couldn’t find the falling star, he took my hand and guided my finger. And then he just kept holding on.


  By the time we climbed down at 4:30 A.M., I had had my first kiss, and it wasn’t the three of us anymore.


  Just then my father comes into the room. “I’m headed upstairs to watch Leno,” he says. “Lock up, okay?”


  I glance up. “Where are my baby pictures?”


  “In the albums.”


  “No... these only go back to when I’m four or five.” I sit up. “It would be nice to have your wedding picture, too, for the video.”


  I have the only photo of my mother that is on display in this house. She is on the cusp of smiling, and you cannot look at it without wondering who made her happy just then, and how.


  My father looks down at the ground, and shakes his head a little. “Well, I knew it was going to happen sometime. Come on, then.”


  Eric and I follow him to his bedroom and sit down on the double bed, on the side where he doesn’t sleep. From the closet, my father takes down a tin with a Pepsi-Cola logo stamped onto the front. He dumps the contents onto the covers between Eric and me—dozens of photographs of my mother, draped in peasant skirts and gauze blouses, her black hair hanging down her back like a river. A wedding portrait: my mother in a belled white dress; my father trussed in his tuxedo, looking like he might bolt at any second. Photos of me, wrapped tight as a croissant, awkwardly balanced in my mother’s arms. And one of my mother and father on an ugly green couch with me between them, a bridge made of dimpled flesh, of blended blood.


  It is like visiting another planet when you only have one roll of film to record it, like coming to a banquet after a hunger strike—there is so much here that I have to consciously keep myself from racing through, before it all disappears. My face gets hot, as if I’ve been slapped. “Why were you hiding these?”


  He takes one photograph out of my hand and stares at it long enough for me to believe he has completely forgotten that Eric and I are in the room. “I tried keeping a few of the pictures out,” my father explains, “but you kept asking when she was coming home. And I’d pass them, and stop, and lose ten minutes or a half hour or a half day. I didn’t hide them because I didn’t want to look at them, Delia. I hid them because that was all I wanted to do.” He puts the wedding picture back in the tin and scatters the rest on top. “You can have them,” my father tells me. “You can have them all.”


  He leaves us sitting in the near dark in his bedroom. Eric touches the photograph on the top as if it is as delicate as milkweed. “That,” he says quietly. “That’s what I want with you.”


  ***


  It’s the ones I don’t find that stay with me. The teenage boy who jumped off the Fairlee-Orford train bridge into the Connecticut River one frigid March; the mother from North Conway who vanished with a pot still boiling on the stove and a toddler in the playpen; the baby snatched out of a car in the Strafford post office parking lot while her sitter was inside dropping off a large package. Sometimes they stand behind me while I’m brushing my teeth; sometimes they’re the last thing I see before I go to sleep; sometimes, like now, they leave me restless in the middle of the night.


  There is a thick fog tonight, but Greta and I have trained enough in this patch of land to know our way by heart. I sit down on a mossy log while Greta sniffs around the periphery. Above me, something dangles from a branch, full and round and yellow.


  I am little, and he has just finished planting a lemon tree in our backyard. I am dancing around it. I want to make lemonade, but there isn’t any fruit because the tree is just a baby. How long will it take to grow one? I ask. A while, he tells me. I sit myself down in front of it to watch. I’ll wait. He comes over and takes my hand. Come on, grilla, he says. If we’re going to sit here that long, we’d better get something to eat.


  There are some dreams that get stuck between your teeth when you sleep, so that when you open your mouth to yawn awake they fly right out of you. But this feels too real. This feels like it has actually happened.


  I’ve lived in New Hampshire my whole life. No citrus tree could bear a climate like ours, where we have not only White Christmases but also White Halloweens. I pull down the yellow ball: a crumbling sphere made of birdseed and suet.


  What does grilla mean?


  ***


  I am still thinking about this the next morning after taking Sophie to school, and spend an extra ten minutes walking around, from the painting easel to the blocks to the bubble station, to make up for my shoddy behavior yesterday. I’ve planned on doing a training run with Greta that morning, but I’m sidetracked by the sight of my father’s wallet on the floor of my Expedition. He’d taken it out a few nights ago to fill the tank with gas; the least I can do is swing by the senior center to give it back.


  I pull into the parking lot and open the back hatch. “Stay,” I tell Greta, who whumps her tail twice. She has to share her seat with emergency rescue equipment, a large cooler of water, and several different harnesses and leashes.


  Suddenly I feel a prickle on my wrist; something has crawled onto my arm. My heart kicks itself into overdrive and my throat pinches tight, as it always does at the thought of a spider or a tick or any other creepy-crawly thing. I manage to strip away my jacket, sweat cooling on my body as I wonder how close the spider has landed near my boots.


  It’s a groundless phobia. I have climbed out on mountain ledges in pursuit of missing people; I have faced down criminals with guns; but put me in the room with the tiniest arachnid and I just may pass out.


  The whole way into the senior center, I take deep breaths. I find my father standing on the sidelines, watching Yoga Tuesday happen in the function room. “Hey,” he whispers, so as not to disturb the seniors doing sun salutations. “What are you doing here?”


  I fish his wallet out of my pocket. “Thought you might be missing this.”


  “So that’s where it went,” he says. “There are so many perks to having a daughter who does search and rescue.”


  “I found it the old-fashioned way,” I tell him. “By accident.”


  He starts moving down the hall. “Well, I knew it would turn up eventually,” he says. “Everything always does. You have time for a cup of coffee?”


  “Not really,” I say, but I follow him to the little kitchenette anyway and let him pour me a mug, then trail him into his office. When I was a little girl, he’d bring me here and keep me entertained while he was on the phone by doing sleight-of-hand with binder clips and handkerchiefs. I pick up a paperweight on his desk. It is a rock painted to look like a ladybug, a gift I made for him when I was about Sophie’s age. “You could probably get rid of this, you know.”


  “But it’s my favorite.” He takes it out of my hand, puts it back in the center of his desk.


  “Dad?” I ask. “Did we ever plant a lemon tree?”


  “A what?” Before I can repeat my question he squints at me, then frowns and summons me closer. “Hang on. You’ve got something sticking out of... no, lower... let me.” I lean forward, and he cups his hand around the back of my neck. “The Amazing Cordelia,” he says, just like when we did our magic act. Then, from behind my ear, he pulls a strand of pearls.


  “They were hers,” my father says, and he guides me to the mirror that hangs on the back of his office door. I have a vague recollection of the wedding photo from last night. He fastens the clasp behind me, so that we are both looking in the mirror, seeing someone who isn’t there.


  ***


  The offices of the New Hampshire Gazette are in Manchester, but Fitz does most of his work from the office he’s fixed up in the second bedroom of his apartment in Wexton. He lives over a pizza place, and the smell of marinara sauce comes through the forced-hot-air ducts. Greta’s toenails click up the linoleum stairs, and she sits down outside his apartment, in front of a life-size cardboard cutout of Chewbacca. Hanging on a hook on the back is his key; I use it to let myself inside.


  I navigate through the ocean of clothes he’s left discarded on the floor and the stacks of books that seem to reproduce like rabbits. Fitz is sitting in front of his computer. “Hey,” I say. “You promised to lay a trail for us.”


  The dog bounds into the office and nearly climbs up onto Fitz’s lap. He rubs her hard behind the ears, and she snuggles closer to him, knocking several photos off his desk.


  I bend down to pick them up. One is of a man with a hole in the middle of his head, in which he has stuck a lit candle. The second picture is of a grinning boy with double pupils dancing in each of his eyes. I hand the snapshots back to Fitz. “Relatives?”


  “The Gazette’s paying me to do an article on the Strange But True.” He holds up the picture of the man with the votive in his skull. “This amazingly resourceful fellow apparently used to give tours around town at night. And I got to read a whole 1911 medical treatise from a doctor who had an eleven-year-old patient with a molar growing out of the bottom of his foot.”


  “Oh, come on,” I say. “Everyone’s got something that’s strange about them. Like the way Eric can fold his tongue into a clover, and that disgusting thing you do with your eyes.”


  “You mean this?” he says, but I turn away before I have to watch. “Or how you go ballistic if there’s a spider web within a mile of you?”


  I turn to him, thinking. “Have I always been afraid of spiders?”


  “For as long as I’ve known you,” Fitz says. “Maybe you were Miss Muffet in a former life.”


  “What if I were?” I say.


  “I was kidding, Dee. Just because someone’s got a fear of heights doesn’t mean she died in a fall a hundred years ago.”


  Before I know it, I am telling Fitz about the lemon tree. I explain how it felt as if the heat was laying a crown on my head, how the tree had been planted in soil as red as blood. How I could read the letters ABC on the bottoms of my shoes.


  Fitz listens carefully, his arms folded across his chest, with the same studious consideration he exhibited when I was ten and confessed that I’d seen the ghost of an Indian sitting cross-legged at the foot of my bed. “Well,” he says finally. “It’s not like you said you were wearing a hoop skirt, or shooting a musket. Maybe you’re just remembering something from this life, something you’ve forgotten. There’s all kind of research out there on recovered memory. I can do a little digging for you and see what I come up with.”


  “I thought recovered memories were traumatic. What’s traumatic about citrus fruit?”


  “Lachanophobia,” he says. “That’s the fear of vegetables. It stands to reason that there’s one for the rest of the food pyramid, too.”


  “How much did your parents shell out for that Ivy League education?”


  Fitz grins, reaching for Greta’s leash. “All right, where do you want me to lay your trail?”


  He knows the routine. He will take off his sweatshirt and leave it at the bottom of the stairs, so that Greta has a scent article. Then he’ll strike off for three miles or five or ten, winding through streets and back roads and woods. I’ll give him a fifteen-minute head start, and then Greta and I will get to work. “You pick,” I reply, confident that wherever he goes, we will find him.


  ***


  Once, when Greta and I were searching for a runaway, we found his corpse instead. A dead body stops smelling like a live one immediately, and as we got closer, Greta knew something wasn’t right. The boy was hanging from the limb of a massive oak. I dropped to my knees, unable to breathe, wondering how much earlier I might have had to arrive to make a difference. I was so shaken that it took me a while to notice Greta’s reaction: She turned in a circle, whining; then lay down with her paws over her nose. It was the first time she’d discovered something she really didn’t want to find, and she didn’t know what to do once she’d found it.


  ***


  Fitz leads us on a circuitous trail, from the pizza place through the heart of Wexton’s Main Street, behind the gas station, across a narrow stream, and down a steep incline to the edge of a natural water slide. By the time we reach him, we’ve walked six miles, and I’m soaked up to the knees. Greta finds him crouching behind a copse of trees whose damp leaves glitter like coins. He grabs the stuffed moose Greta likes to play catch with—a reward for making her find—and throws it for her to retrieve. “Who’s smart?” he croons. “Who’s a smart girl?”


  I drive him back home, and then head to Sophie’s school to pick her up. While I wait for the dismissal bell to ring, I take off the strand of pearls. There are fifty-two beads, one for each of the years my mother would have been on earth if she were still alive. I start to feed them through my fingers like the hem of a rosary, starting with prayers—that Eric and I will be happy, that Sophie will grow up safe, that Fitz will find someone to spend his life with, that my father will stay healthy. When I run out, I begin to attach memories instead, one for each pearl. There is that day she brought me to the petting zoo, a recollection I’ve built entirely around the photo in the album I saw several nights ago. The faintest picture of her dancing barefoot in the kitchen. The feel of her hands on my scalp as she massaged in baby shampoo.


  There’s a flash, too, of her crying on a bed.


  I don’t want that to be the last thing I see, so I rearrange the memories as if they are a deck of cards, and leave off with her dancing. I imagine each memory as the grain of sand that the pearl grew around: a hard, protective shell to keep it from drifting away.


  ***


  It is Sophie who decides to teach the dog how to play board games. She’s found reruns of Mr. Ed on television, and thinks Greta is smarter than any horse. To my surprise, though, Greta takes to the challenge. When we’re playing and it’s Sophie’s turn, the bloodhound steps on the domed plastic of the Trouble game to jiggle the dice.


  I laugh out loud, amazed. “Dad,” I yell upstairs, where my father is folding the wash. “Come see this.”


  The telephone rings and the answering machine picks up, filling the room with Fitz’s voice. “Hey, Delia, are you there? I have to talk to you.”


  I jump up and reach for the phone, but Sophie gets there more quickly and punches the disconnect button. “You promised,” she says, but already her attention has moved past me to something over my shoulder.


  I follow her gaze toward the red and blue lights outside. Three police cars have cordoned off the driveway; two officers are heading for the front door. Several neighbors stand on their porches, watching.


  Everything inside me goes to stone. If I open that door I will hear something that I am not willing to hear—that Eric has been arrested for drunk driving, that he’s been in an accident. Or something worse.


  When the doorbell rings, I sit very still with my arms crossed over my chest. I do this to keep from flying apart. The bell rings again, and I hear Sophie turning the knob. “Is your mom home, honey?” one of the policemen asks.


  The officer is someone I’ve worked with; Greta and I helped him find a robbery suspect who ran from the scene of a crime. “Delia,” he greets.


  My voice is as hollow as the belly of a cave. “Rob. Did something happen?”


  He hesitates. “Actually, we need to see your dad.”


  Immediately, relief swims through me. If they want my father, this isn’t about Eric. “I’ll get him,” I offer, but when I turn around he’s already standing there.


  He is holding a pair of my socks, which he folds over very neatly and hands to me. “Gentlemen,” he says. “What can I do for you?”


  “Andrew Hopkins?” the second officer says. “We have a warrant for your arrest as a fugitive from justice, in conjunction with the kidnapping of Bethany Matthews.”


  Rob has his handcuffs out. “You have the wrong person,” I say, incredulous. “My father didn’t kidnap anyone.”


  “You have the right to remain silent,” Rob recites. “Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to speak to an attorney, and to have an attorney present during any questioning—”


  “Call Eric,” my father says. “He’ll know what to do.”


  The policemen begin to push him through the doorway. I have a hundred questions: Why are you doing this to him? How could you be so mistaken? But the one that comes out, even as my throat is closing tight as a sealed drum, surprises me. “Who is Bethany Matthews?”


  My father does not take his gaze off me. “You were,” he says.


  Eric


  I’m almost late to my meeting, thanks to the dump truck in front of me. Like a dozen other state vehicles in Wexton in March, it’s piled high with snow—heaps removed from the sidewalks and the parking lot of the post office and the banks pushed up at the edges of the gas station. When there is just no room for another storm’s bounty, the DOT guys shovel it up and cart it away. I used to picture them driving south toward Florida, until their load had completely melted, but the truth is, they simply take the trucks to a ravine at the edge of the Wexton Golf Course and empty them there. They make a pile of snow so formidable that even in June, when the temperature hits seventy-five degrees, you’ll find kids in shorts there, sledding.


  Here’s the amazing thing: It doesn’t flood. You’d think that a volume of precipitation that immense would, upon melting, have the capacity to sweep away a few cars or turn a state highway into a raging river, but by the time the snow is gone, the ground is mostly dry. Delia was in my science class the year we learned why: snow disappears. It’s one of those solids that can turn directly into a vapor without ever going through that intermediate liquid stage—part of the process of sublimation.


  Interestingly, it wasn’t until I started coming to these meetings that I learned the second meaning of that word: to take a base impulse and redirect its energy to an ethically higher aim.


  The truck makes a right onto an access road and I swerve around it, speeding up. I pass the deli that has changed hands three times in the last six months, the old country store that still sells penny candy I sometimes bring to Sophie, the poultry farm with its enormous shrink-wrapped hay bales stacked like giant marshmallows against the barn. Finally I swerve into the parking lot and hurry out of my car and inside.


  They haven’t started yet. People are still milling around the coffee and the cookies, talking in small pockets of forced kinship. There are men in business suits and women in sweatpants, elderly men and boys yet to grow a full beard. Some of them, I know, come from an hour away to be here. I approach a group of men who are talking about how the Bruins are doing their damnedest to lose a spot in the playoffs.


  The lights flicker and, at the front of the room, the leader asks us to take our seats. He calls the meeting to order and gives a few opening remarks. I find myself sitting next to a woman who is trying to unwrap a roll of LifeSavers without making any noise. When she sees me watching, she blushes and offers me one.


  Sour apple.


  I work on sucking the candy instead of biting it, but I’ve never been a patient man, and even as I imagine it getting thin as an O-ring I find myself crunching it between my teeth. Just then there is a pause in the flow of the meeting. I raise my hand, and the leader smiles at me.


  “I’m Eric,” I say, standing. “And I’m an alcoholic.”


  ***


  When I graduated from law school, I had a choice of several employment options. I could have joined a prestigious Boston firm with clients who would have paid $250 an hour for my expertise; I could have taken a position with the public defender’s office in a variety of counties and done the humanitarian thing; I could have clerked with a State Supreme Court justice. Instead, I chose to come back to Wexton and hang a shingle of my own. It boiled down to this: I can’t stand being away from Delia.


  Ask any guy, and he can tell you the moment he realized that the woman standing next to him was the one he’d be spending his life with. For me, it was a little different: Delia had been standing next to me for so long, that it was her absence I couldn’t handle. We went to college five hundred miles apart, and when I’d call her dorm room and get her answering machine, I’d imagine all the other guys who were at that very second trying to steal her away. I’ll admit it: For as long as I could remember, I was the object of Delia’s affection, and the thought of having competition for the first time in my life put me over the edge. Going out for a beer became a way to keep myself from obsessing about her, but eventually, that one beer became six or ten.


  Drinking was in my blood, so to speak. We’ve all read the statistics about children of alcoholics. I would have sworn up and down, when I was a kid, that I’d never turn into the person my mother had been—and maybe I wouldn’t have, if I hadn’t missed Delia quite so much. Without her, there was a hole inside me, and I suppose that to fill it, I did what came naturally in the Talcott family.


  It’s funny. I started drinking heavily because I wanted to see that expression in Delia’s eyes when she looked only at me, and it’s the same reason I quit drinking. She isn’t just the person I’m going to spend the rest of my life with, she’s the reason I have one.


  This afternoon I am meeting a potential client who happens to be a crow. Blackie was wounded when he fell out of a nest, or so says Martin Schnurr, who rescued him. He nursed the bird back to health, and when it kept hanging around, fed it cold coffee and bits of doughnuts on his porch in Hanover. But when the crow chased a neighbor’s kids, the authorities got called. Turns out, crows are a federally regulated migratory species, and Mr. Schnurr doesn’t have the state and federal license to keep him.


  “He escaped from the place where the Department of Environmental Services was holding him,” Schnurr says proudly. “Found his way back, ten whole miles.”


  “As the crow flies, of course,” I say. “So what can I do for you, Mr. Schnurr?”


  “The DES is going to come after him again. I want a restraining order,” Schnurr says. “I’m willing to go to the Supreme Court, if I have to.”


  The likelihood of this case going to Washington is somewhere between nil and nevermore, but before I can explain this the door to the office bursts open and there is Delia, frantic and crying. My insides seize. I am imagining the very worst; I am thinking of Sophie. Without even a glance at the client, I pull Delia into the hall and try to shake the facts out of her.


  “My father’s been arrested,” she says. “You have to go, Eric. You have to.”


  I have no idea what Andrew might have done, and I do not ask. She believes I can fix this, and like always, that’s enough to make me think I can. “I’ll take care of it,” I say, when what I really mean is: I’ll take care of you.


  ***


  We didn’t play inside my house. I made sure to get up early enough so that I was always the one knocking on Delia’s door, or Fitz’s. On the occasions that we settled at my place, I did my best to keep everyone outside, under the backyard deck or beneath the sloping saltbox roof of our garage, and that’s how I managed to keep my secret until I was nine.


  That was the winter Fitz started to play league hockey, which left Delia and me alone in the afternoons. She was a latchkey kid—her father was always working at the senior center—something that never bothered her until we happened to see a TV movie about a twin who died and had his ring finger sent to his brother in a velvet box. After that, Delia didn’t like being by herself. She started to come up with reasons to hang out at her house after school—something I was more than happy to do, if only to get out of my own. I always stopped off at home first, though. I had a hundred ready excuses: I wanted to drop off my backpack; I had to grab a warmer sweatshirt; I needed my mother to sign a report card. Afterward, I would head next door.


  One day, as usual, Dee and I split up at the fork in the sidewalk that divided my driveway from hers. “See you in a few,” she said.


  My house was quiet, which wasn’t a good sign. I wandered through it, calling for my mother, until I found her passed out on the kitchen floor.


  She was sprawled on her side this time, and there was a puddle of vomit under her cheek. When she blinked, the insides of her eyes were the color of cut rubies.


  I picked up the bottle and poured the bourbon down the sink drain. I rolled my mother out of the way so I could clean up her mess with paper towels. Then I got behind her and braced myself hard, trying to lever her weight so I could drag her to the living room couch.


  “What can I do?”


  It wasn’t until I heard Delia’s quiet voice that I realized she had been standing in the kitchen for a while. When she spoke, she couldn’t meet my eyes, and that was a good thing. She helped me get my mother to the couch, onto her side, where if she got sick again she wouldn’t choke. I turned on the TV, a soap I knew she liked. “Eric, baby, would you get me...” my mother slurred, but she didn’t finish her sentence before she passed out again. When I looked around, Delia was gone.


  Well, it didn’t surprise me. It was, in fact, the reason I’d kept this secret from my two best friends; once they saw the truth, I was sure they’d turn tail and run.


  I walked back to the kitchen, each foot a lead weight. Delia stood there, holding a sponge and staring down at the linoleum. “Will carpet cleaner work even if it’s not used on carpet?” she asked.


  “You should go,” I told her. I looked down at the floor and pretended to be fascinated with the little blue dot pattern.


  Delia came closer to me, seeing the freak I truly was. With one finger, she traced an X over her chest. “I won’t tell.”


  One traitor tear slicked its way down my cheek; I scrubbed it away with a fist. “You should go,” I repeated, the last thing in the world that I wanted.


  “Okay,” Delia agreed. But she didn’t leave.


  ***


  The Wexton police station is like a hundred other small-town law enforcement agencies: a squat cement building with a flagpole planted out front like a giant tulip stalk; a dispatcher so infrequently bothered that she keeps a portable TV at her desk; a nursery school class mural spread along the wall, thanking the chief for keeping everyone safe. I walk inside and ask to speak to Andrew Hopkins. I tell the dispatcher I am his attorney.


  A door buzzes, and a sergeant comes into the hallway. “He’s back here,” the officer says, leading me through the pretzeled hallways into the booking room. I ask to see the warrant for Andrew’s arrest, pretending, like any defense attorney, to know far more than I actually do at this minute. When I scan the paper, I have to do my best to keep a straight face. Kidnapping?


  Indicting Andrew Hopkins for kidnapping is like charging Mother Teresa with heresy. As far as I know he’s never even gotten a traffic ticket, much less been implicated in criminal behavior. He’s been a model father—attentive, devoted—the parent I would have killed to have when I was growing up. No wonder Delia’s so rattled. To have your father accused of living a secret life, when, in fact, he’s been about as public a figure as humanly possible—well, it’s insane.


  There are two lockups in Wexton, used mostly for DUIs who need to sleep off a bender; I have been in the one on the left myself. Andrew sits on the steel bench in the other. When he sees me, he gets to his feet.


  Until this moment, I haven’t really considered him to be an old man. But Andrew is almost sixty, and looks every year of it in the shallow gray light of the holding cell. His hands curl around the bars. “Where’s Delia?”


  “She’s fine. She’s the one who came to get me.” I take a step forward and angle my shoulder, blocking our conversation until the sergeant leaves the room. “Listen, Andrew, you have nothing to worry about. Obviously this is a case of mistaken identity. We’ll contest it, set everything straight, and then maybe even get you some money for emotional damages. Now, I—”


  “It’s not a mistake,” he says softly.


  I stare at him, speechless. He starts to repeat his confession, but I stop him before I have to hear it again. “Don’t tell me,” I interrupt. “Don’t say anything else, all right?”


  Part of me has shifted into automatic defense attorney mode. If your client confesses—and they almost always want to—you put in earplugs and go about doing your job. Whatever the vice—felony or misdemeanor, murder or, Jesus Christ, kidnapping—you can still find a way to make a jury see the shades of gray involved.


  But part of me is not an attorney, just Delia’s fiancé. A man who needs to hear the truth, so that he can tell it to her. What kind of person steals a child? What would I do to the son of a bitch who took Sophie?


  I look down at the arrest warrant again. “Bethany Matthews,” I read out loud.


  “That... used to be her name.”


  He doesn’t have to explain the rest; I know in that instant we’re talking about Delia. That she is the little girl who was stolen a lifetime ago.


  I know better than most people that a criminal isn’t always a thug in a black leather jacket with a big brand on his forehead to warn us away. Criminals sit next to us on the bus. They pack our groceries and cash our paychecks for us and teach our children. They look no different from you or me. And that’s why they get away with it.


  The lawyer in me urges caution, remembers that there are mitigating circumstances I don’t yet know. The rest of me wonders if Delia cried when he took her. If she was scared. If her mother spent years searching for her.


  If she still is.


  “Eric, listen...”


  “You’ll be arraigned tomorrow in New Hampshire on the fugitive charges,” I interrupt. “But you’ve been indicted by an Arizona grand jury. We’ll have to go there to enter a plea.”


  “Eric—”


  “Andrew”—I turn my back on him—“I can’t. I just can’t, right now.” I am about to exit the lockup, but at the last moment, I walk back toward the cell. “Is she yours?”


  “Of course she’s mine!”


  “Of course?” I snap. “For God’s sake, Andrew, I just found out that you’re a kidnapper. I have to tell Delia you’re a kidnapper. I don’t exactly think it’s an unreasonable question.” I take a deep breath. “How old was she?”


  “Four.”


  “And in twenty-eight years you never told her?”


  “She loves me.” Andrew looks down at the floor. “Would you risk losing that?”


  Without answering, I turn and walk away.


  ***


  When I was eleven, I realized that Delia Hopkins was female. She wasn’t like ordinary girls: she didn’t have the dreamy, loopy handwriting that reminded us of soap bubbles lined up in a row; she didn’t giggle behind her hand in a way that made us wonder what we’d done wrong; she didn’t come to school with neat braids twisted like French crullers. Instead, she spoke to frogs. She could make a slap shot from the blue line. She was the first one to cut her palm with Fitz’s Swiss army knife when we three made a blood vow, and she didn’t even flinch.


  The summer after fifth grade, everything changed. Without even trying, I smelled Delia’s hair when she sat near me. I noticed how her brown summer skin stretched tight over the muscles of her shoulders. I watched her tilt her face to the sun and felt an answer in my own body.


  I kept these thoughts a secret through the first half of sixth grade, until Valentine’s Day. It was the first time in school that we weren’t forced to bring in a card for everyone in the class, including the kid who picked his nose and the Missing Link, who had so much hair on her arms and back you could practically braid it. Girls flitted around the cafeteria like butterflies, alighting long enough to plant kisses on the bright cheeks of boys they liked. When it happened, you’d pretend to be disgusted, but there would be a coal burning inside you.


  Fitz got a card from Abigail Lewis, who had just gotten glow-in-the-dark braces and, it was rumored, invited select boys into the custodian’s closet to watch them light up. In my own back pocket was a folded pink heart that I’d glued to a square of red construction paper. When I’m with you, bells go off in my head, I had written, and then added: Like a moving truck that’s backing up.


  I was going to give it to Delia, but a thousand times that day, the moment hadn’t been right—Fitz was with us, or she was too busy rummaging in her locker, or the teacher came by before I could pass it across the aisle. I slipped it out of my pocket just in time to have Fitz grab it out of my hand. “You got a card, too, didn’t you?” He read it aloud, and he and Delia started to laugh.


  Angry, I snatched it back. “I didn’t get it from someone, you jerk. I’m giving it.” And because Delia was still sort of laughing, I marched right past her and up to the first girl I saw, Itzy Fisher, carrying a hot lunch tray. “Here,” I said, and I shoved the card between her napkin and her slab of pizza.


  There was absolutely nothing special about Itzy Fisher. She had long frizzy hair that nearly touched her behind, and she wore gold-rimmed glasses that sometimes caught the light in class and made little reflections dance on the blackboard. I had barely said three words to her all year.


  “Itzy Fisher?” Delia accused when I sat back down. “You like her?” And then she got up and ran out of the cafeteria.


  Groaning, I flopped my head down on my arms. “I didn’t make that card for Itzy. It was for Delia.”


  “Delia?” Fitz said.


  “You wouldn’t understand.”


  Fitz stared right at me. “What makes you think that?”


  In the thousands of times I have replayed this moment over the years, I realize that what happened next could have gone a different way. That had Fitz been less of a best friend, or more competitive, or even more honest with himself, my life might have turned out very different. But instead, he asked me for a dollar.


  “Why?”


  “Because she’s pissed at you,” he said, as I fished into my lunch money. “And I can fix that.”


  He took a Sharpie from his binder and wrote something across George Washington’s face. Then he creased the bill the long way. He brought up the bottom edge and then the halves, turned it over, and tucked in both sides. A few more maneuvers and then he handed me a dollar folded into the shape of a heart.


  When I found Delia, she was sitting underneath the water fountain near the gym. I handed her Fitz’s heart. I watched her open it, read the message along with her: If all I could ever have is you, I’d be a billionaire.


  “Itzy might get jealous,” Delia said.


  “Itzy and I broke up.”


  She burst out laughing. “That’s the shortest relationship in history.”


  I glanced over at her. “You’re not still mad at me, are you?”


  “That depends. Did you write this?”


  “Yes,” I lied.


  “Can I keep the dollar?”


  I blinked. “I guess.”


  “Then no,” she said. “I’m not mad.”


  I waited for years to see Delia spend that dollar on something—every time she pulled out money to buy candy or ice cream or a Coke, I’d scan it for Fitz’s words. But as far as I know she never spent it. As far as I know, she has it, still.


  ***


  When I go into Andrew’s house, it’s quiet. I call for Delia, but there’s no answer. Wandering around, I check the bathroom and the living room and the kitchen, and then I hear noise coming from upstairs. The door to Sophie’s room is closed; when I open it she is on the floor, playing with the Crime Scene Dollhouse. Delia and I got to calling it that when Sophie would leave the rooms with the contents overturned, a Barbie or two spread-eagled on the floor of the kitchen or bathroom. “Daddy,” she says, “did you bring Grandpa home?”


  “I’m working on it,” I tell her, ruffling her hair. “Where’s Mommy?”


  “Out back with Greta.” Sophie holds a Ken doll up to the front door. “Open up. It’s the police,” she says.


  When I look at Sophie, I see Delia. Not just in the physical features—Delia’s dark hair and rosy cheeks are duplicated in our daughter—but their expressions are identical. Like how a smile unfurls across both their faces, a sail caught in a rip of wind. And the habit they have of separating the food on their plates into similar colors. Or the way, when they look at me, I so badly want to be who they see.


  I watch Sophie for another moment, thinking about what I would do if someone took her away from me, how I’d upend the earth to find her. And then I hesitate, and wonder what might make me be the one to run away with her in tow.


  Downstairs, I find Delia deep in thought on the outside deck. Her legs are propped up on Greta, a lightly snoring ottoman. When she sees me she startles. “Did you—”


  “I can’t get him out until the arraignment tomorrow.”


  “He has to spend the night at the police station?”


  I weigh the cost of admitting that, actually, her father will spend the night in the Grafton County Jail, and decide against it. “First thing in the morning, we can go to the courthouse.”


  She glances up at me. “But they’ll let him go, won’t they? They’re looking for someone named Bethany Matthews. That’s not me. That was never me. And I wasn’t kidnapped. Don’t you think I’d remember something like that?”


  Taking a deep breath, I ask, “Do you remember your mother dying?”


  “Eric, I was practically a baby—”


  “Do you remember it?”


  She shakes her head.


  “Your father told you your mother was dead, Delia,” I say bluntly. “And then he brought you to New Hampshire.”


  Her chin comes up. “You’re lying.”


  “No, Dee. He was.”


  Just then Fitz bursts onto the deck. “Why aren’t you answering the phone? I’ve been trying to get in touch with you for an hour!”


  “I’ve been a little busy trying to get my father out of police custody.”


  “You found out,” Fitz says, his jaw dropping. “About the kidnapping.”


  “How the hell do you know about it?” I ask.


  Fitz sits down across from Delia. “That’s why I’ve been trying to call you. You remember how we were talking about past lives the other day? Well, I started to think about how people reinvent themselves all the time. And that maybe there was a more logical explanation to the whole lemon tree memory than the fact that you used to be a citrus farmer in eighteenth-century Tuscany. So I jumped online and Googled your name. Come on inside; I’ll show you.”


  We follow Fitz to Delia’s computer, buried under topographical maps of New Hampshire and Vermont and catalogs from K-9 supply companies. Fitz starts to type, and a minute later, a screen is filled with stripes of search results. The first few links are Gazette stories about Delia and Greta, making a missing-person rescue. But Fitz clicks on a different link, and a page from the St. Louis Post-Dispatch fills the screen. “CORDELIA LYNN HOPKINS,” it reads. “Daughter of Margaret Ketcham Hopkins and the late Andrew Hopkins, was born in Maryland Heights on March 16, 1973...”


  “That’s my birthday,” Delia says.


  “... in Clarkton and died March 8, 1977, at the age of four as a result of complications from an automobile accident that also claimed the life of her father. Survivors include her mother; her grandparents, Joe and Aleda Ketcham; and a brother, Lloyd. Funeral services will be conducted at 11 AM on Saturday, at the Malden Baptist Church with Reverend Thomas Monroe officiating. Interment will follow at Memorial Park Cemetery in Malden.”


  “She had the same name, the same birthday. Her father died in the same car crash. And the accident happened the same year that you showed up with your father in Wexton.”


  “Type in Bethany Matthews,” I tell Fitz.


  The screen glows green with a new list of articles, all from the Arizona Republic. “CHILD ABDUCTED DURING CUSTODY VISIT. MOTHER VOWS TO FIND MISSING DAUGHTER. NO NEW LEADS IN SCOTTSDALE KIDNAPPING CASE.” Fitz clicks on one link.


  June 20, 1977—Investigators continue to search for clues in the disappearance of Bethany Matthews, 4, of Scottsdale, who was last seen in the company of her father, Charles Matthews, 33, during a routine custody visit. Police in Albuquerque, acting on a tip, raided a hotel room that had been paid for with Mr. Matthews’s credit card, but turned up no positive results. Meanwhile, the girl’s mother, Elise Matthews, has not given up hope that her daughter will be found and returned safely. “There is nothing in this world,” Mrs. Matthews vowed yesterday at a televised press conference, “that can keep me away from her.”


  Mr. and Mrs. Matthews divorced in March, and shared custody. Matthews was last seen picking up his daughter from the home of his ex-wife at 9 AM on Saturday, where he indicated that he would return before 6 PM on Sunday. When he didn’t bring Bethany back, and Mrs. Matthews was unable to reach him via telephone, she involved the police. An initial search of Mr. Matthews’s apartment suggested that the subject had permanently vacated the premises.


  Volunteers who would like to contribute time or materials to the search effort should report to the Saguaro High School gymnasium. Any tips regarding the whereabouts of Bethany Matthews or Charles Matthews should be directed to the Scottsdale police, at 555-3333.


  Delia puts her hand over Fitz’s, where it rests on the mouse. She clicks a single word at the end of the article: photo. Twin head shots fill the computer screen—one of a little girl who looks frighteningly like Sophie; the other of a younger, grinning Andrew Hopkins.


  A minute later she runs out the door and into the woods, Greta bounding off at her heels. We both know enough to let her go.


  “This is all my fault,” Fitz says.


  “I think Andrew might be a little more to blame.”


  He shakes his head. “I didn’t know her name... her real name. After I saw the obituary on Cordelia Hopkins, I started thinking of who might steal an identity, and why. Delia mentioned some weird memory about a lemon tree... so I narrowed down my search by figuring out where they’d grow.” Fitz starts counting off on his fingers. “Florida. Southern California. Arizona. Only one of them had a well-publicized kidnapping case in 1977. I called the number in the article for the Scottsdale Police, and asked about Bethany Matthews. It took a while to find someone who knew what I was talking about—all of the officers who’d worked on the case had retired. They asked me where I was calling from.”


  “And you told them?”


  Fitz grimaces. “I had to say I was a journalist, didn’t I? The thing is, Eric, I never told them Delia’s new name.” He gets up from the chair and faces the window, scanning the woods as if he might be able to see her. “My guess is that someone from Scottsdale heard the words New Hampshire Gazette, did a little digging on the Internet. Andrew’s a town councilman, you know how many times his picture’s been in the paper? Not to mention Delia’s?”


  “He hid in plain sight,” I murmur. It seems remarkably fast for a law enforcement agency to have connected the dots—and yet, I know that it’s an illusion. A warrant for Andrew’s arrest has been sworn out for nearly thirty years; the police just didn’t know where he was so they could serve it.


  Fitz turns away, his hands in his pockets. “You have to go find her.”


  “You go. You’re the one who brought in the cops.”


  “I know,” Fitz admits. “But I’m not the one she wants.”


  ***


  By the time the end of sixth grade rolled around, boys had mustered up the nerve to ask girls out. This meant absolutely nothing, except that the duo would sit next to each other at lunch in the cafeteria, and occasionally talk on the phone. By this criterion, Delia and I were practically married—we spent far more time together than any couple in the Wexton Middle School—that is, until Fitz officially asked Delia to go out with him.


  I knew it meant nothing—rumors about who liked whom flew around like gypsy moths in August—but all the same, I spent too much time wishing that I was Fitz, holding on to Delia’s hand when we balanced on the railroad tracks or lying next to her on the damp grass when we tried to look at the solar eclipse through a pinhole in a shoebox. After a while, Fitz stopped calling me, and then Delia; and I tried to convince myself that I’d never needed either of them.


  I went stag to the end-of-school dance. I was listening to the boasts of Donnie DeMaurio, a twelve-year-old who had a mustache and a pack of bootleg cigarettes, when Delia appeared, crying. “Fitz broke up with me,” she said.


  I couldn’t imagine why; later he told me the truth. I’d rather have both of you, he said, in that easy way of his, than just one. But at that moment, Fitz was absent and Delia was so close that the hair on my arms was reaching toward the heat of her. “I guess I could go out with you,” I said.


  “You guess you could go out with me?” she repeated. “Gee, thanks for making the sacrifice. Don’t do me any favors.”


  I knew her well enough to understand that when Delia pushed you away, it was her way of making sure she didn’t get shoved first. I grabbed her arm before she could run away. “I would very much like to go out with you,” I said more carefully. “Is that better?”


  “Maybe.”


  “So what do we do?” I asked.


  She chewed her bottom lip. “We could dance. If you want.”


  I had never danced with a girl before, and even though Delia and I had grown up skinny-dipping in ponds and sleeping so close in a pitched tent that we had to share each other’s air, it felt unreasonably new. My hands skimmed over Delia’s spine to settle on her hips. She smelled like peaches, and beneath her knit dress I could feel the thin elastic of her underwear.


  She talked for both of us. She talked about how, on the phone one night, Fitz had asked her out, and how she didn’t know whether to say yes or no and yes had just slipped out. She talked about how she fully intended to get back her Dwight Evans baseball card, which she had given to Fitz as a way of saying she really liked him.


  When the song ended, Delia didn’t pull away. She stayed there, maybe even moved a tiny bit closer. “You want to keep talking?” I asked.


  “No,” she said, smiling into my eyes. “I think I’m done.”


  ***


  When I find her, she is ten feet above my head, in the scarred elbow of an oak tree. Greta sits at the bottom, whining. “Hey,” I say, pushing aside some of the smaller branches and leaves. “You okay?”


  Above me, the stars are coming out, a bright-eyed audience. “What if this was all my fault?” Delia asks.


  “How could it be?” I reply. “You don’t even remember it happening.”


  “Maybe I do and I’ve blocked it out. Maybe my father hid that from me, too.”


  I hesitate. “I’m sure he’s got an explanation for what happened.”


  Delia drops down from the tree, landing like a cat beside me. “Then why didn’t he give it to me?” she says, her voice striped with scars. “He had twenty-eight years. Don’t you think that’s long enough to mention, maybe, that Delia Hopkins is a dead girl from Missouri? You know, ‘Delia, honey, can you pass the Cheerios, and did I ever tell you that when you were four I stole you away from your mother?’ ” Suddenly, Delia’s face goes white. “Eric,” she asks, “do you think I still have a mother?”


  “I don’t know,” I admit. “We’ll find out once we get to Arizona.”


  “Arizona?”


  “After your father is arraigned on fugitive charges in New Hampshire, he’ll be extradited to Arizona. That’s where the... crime allegedly occurred. If it goes to trial, you’ll probably be called as a witness.”


  She seems horrified by this. “What if I don’t want to be one?”


  “You may not have that choice,” I admit.


  She takes a step closer to me, and I fold my arms around her. “What if I wasn’t meant to grow up here... like this?” she says, her voice muffled against my shirt. “What if there was a different cosmic plan for Bethany Matthews?”


  “What if there was a different cosmic plan for Delia Hopkins, one that got ruined because of a car crash?” I search my mind frantically for the right thing to say. I try to think of Fitz, of what he would tell me to tell her. “You could have been Bethany Matthews, Delia Hopkins, Cleopatra—it wouldn’t matter. And if you’d grown up with a thousand lemon trees in the middle of the desert, with a cactus instead of a Christmas tree and a pet armadillo... well, then, I would have gone to law school at Arizona State, I guess. I would have defended illegal aliens crossing the border. But we still would have wound up together, Dee. No matter what kind of life I had, you’d be at the end of it.”


  She smiles, just a little. “I’m pretty sure I was never Cleopatra.”


  I drop a kiss on her forehead. “Well,” I reply. “That’s a start.”


  ***


  We were fifteen and drunk and in the bell tower of Baker Library at Dartmouth, watching a meteor shower that, the newscasters said, would only be this vivid once in our lifetimes, although that was hard to believe, feeling as we did that we’d live forever.


  We played games to pass the time: I Spy, and Twenty Questions. Anyone who didn’t get the answer had to chug. By the time our corner of the world turned to face the meteor shower, Fitz was snoring with his mouth open and Delia was having trouble zipping up her sweatshirt. “Here,” I said, and I did it for her, just as a fireball chased the moon across the sky.


  Delia watched the midnight show, and I watched her. Sometimes she smiled, or laughed out loud; mostly her mouth just made a wondrous O as the night changed before her eyes. When some of the activity died down, I leaned forward until our lips touched.


  She drew back immediately, stared hard at me. Then she wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me back.


  I remember that we didn’t really know what we were doing, that I felt two sizes too big for my skin, that my heart was beating so hard it moved the denim of my shirt. I remember that for one moment, I believed I was hitchhiking on one of those comets, falling so fast that I’d surely burn away before I ever hit the ground.


  ***


  At nine o’clock the next morning, Delia and I take a seat close to the defense table at the Wexton District Court. It is a rotating habitat for public defenders and hired guns like myself, a new one warming the chair each time the judge calls for a new case. Arraignments are a rubber-stamp process, the prosecutor riffling through a big box of files as defendant after defendant is brought in. We watch a woman get arraigned for stealing a toaster oven from Kmart, a man brought in for violating a restraining order. A third defendant, one I recognize as a hot dog stand vendor in town, has been arrested for the felonious sexual assault of a minor.


  It reminds me that there are people in this world who have done worse things than Andrew Hopkins.


  “Do you know the prosecutor?” Delia whispers.


  Ned Floritz was the leader of my AA meeting yesterday, but recovering alcoholics are always in the business of keeping one another’s secrets. “I’ve seen him around,” I say.


  When our case is called, Andrew is brought in wearing a bright orange jumpsuit that says GRAFTON COUNTY DEPARTMENT OF CORRECTIONS on the back. His hands and legs are shackled.


  Beside me, Delia gasps; her father’s incarceration is, after all, still new to her. I stand up and button my jacket, carry my briefcase down to the defense table. Andrew’s eyes roam the courtroom. “Delia!” he yells out, and she stands up.


  “Sir,” the bailiff says, “please face front.”


  I can feel sweat breaking out on my forehead. I have been in court before, but not for a case of this magnitude. Not for a case where I have a personal stake in the outcome.


  Beside me, Andrew touches my arm. “Make them take the chains off. I don’t want her to see me like this.”


  “It’s inmate policy in the courtroom,” I answer. “I can’t do anything about it.”


  The judge is a woman relatively new to the bench. She comes from a public defender’s background, which is a plus for Andrew, but she is also the mother of three small children. “I have before me a complaint alleging that you are a fugitive from justice with kidnapping contrary to the laws of Arizona. I see that you have an attorney with you, so I’ll address my remarks to him. You have two options today. One is to waive extradition and go to Arizona to meet the charge. The other option is to contest extradition and require the State to seek a Governor’s Warrant.”


  “My client chooses to waive extradition, Your Honor,” I say. “He’s looking forward to dealing with this charge quickly.”


  The judge nods. “Then bail won’t be an issue. I assume you’re going to allow us to incarcerate Mr. Hopkins until he can be transferred to Arizona.”


  “Actually, Judge, we’d like bail to be set,” I say.


  The prosecutor is out of his seat like a shot. “Absolutely not, Your Honor!”


  The judge turns toward him. “Mr. Floritz? Is there something you’d like to add?”


  “Your Honor, the two primary considerations for bail are the safety of the community and risk of flight. The defendant is just about the biggest flight risk you could ask for—look at what already happened.”


  “Allegedly happened,” I interject. “Mr. Hopkins is a valuable member of the Wexton community. He has served for five years as a town councilman. He’s almost single-handedly responsible for the creation of the current senior center, and he has been nothing less than an exemplary parent and grandparent. This isn’t a man who’s a menace to society, Your Honor. I urge the Court to consider the admirable citizen he has been before rushing to any hasty judgment.”


  Too late, I realize what I’ve done wrong. You never, never, ever imply that a judge might be hasty in his or her decision-making; it is like pointing out to a wolf that it has bad breath while it is considering ripping out your carotid. The judge looks coolly at me. “I believe that I have more than adequate information to make a legitimate ruling here... swift though it may be, Counselor. I’m setting a one-million-dollar cash-only bail.” She bangs her gavel. “Next case?”


  The bailiffs haul Andrew out of the courtroom before he even has a chance to ask me what happens next. The seniors erupt in a slow-motion flurry of activity, crying foul and then being shuffled by another bailiff into the hallway. The prosecutor gets up from his seat and walks toward me. “Eric,” he says, “you sure you’re ready to get involved in something like this?”


  He isn’t questioning my legal abilities but my tolerance for stress. Although he’s been dry for twenty years, I’m a neophyte. I give him a tight smile. “I’ve got it under control,” I lie. Recovering alcoholics are good at that, too.


  I relinquish my table to a public defender who is getting ready for the next arraignment. I’m not looking forward to Delia’s disappointment, now that she knows Andrew will have to stay overnight in jail again, that I have already failed. Resigned, I turn to the spot where we were sitting, but she’s disappeared.


  ***


  Six years ago I drove my car off the road while I was trying to open a bottle of Stoli and steer with my knees. By some miracle the only casualty was a sugar maple. I walked to a bar, where I had to consume a few drinks before I felt calm enough to call Delia and tell her what had happened. The next week, I found myself waking up in places I had no recollection of going to: the living room of a fraternity on the Dartmouth campus; the kitchen of a Chinese restaurant; the cement divider of the Wilder Dam. It was after one of these benders that I found myself in the backyard at Delia and Andrew’s house, asleep in their hammock. What woke me was the sound of crying; Delia was sitting on the ground beside me, shredding pieces of grass with her hands. “I’m pregnant,” she said.


  My head was swimming underwater, my tongue was as thick as a mossy field, but immediately, I thought: She’s mine, now. I stumbled out of the hammock and onto one knee. I tugged the ponytail elastic out of Delia’s hair and doubled it up, then reached for her hand. “Delia Hopkins,” I said, “will you marry me?” I slid the makeshift ring onto her finger, and turned up the wattage on my smile.


  When she didn’t answer—just curled up her knees and buried her head against them—I began to feel the butterfly beat of panic in the pit of my stomach. “Delia,” I said, swallowing. “Is it the baby? Do you want to... to get rid of it?” The thought of a part of me taking root in her was miraculous to me, like finding an orchid growing in the cracks of a broken tenement sidewalk. But I was willing to give that up in return for Delia. I would do anything for her.


  When she looked at me, there was nothing in her eyes, as if she’d pulled free from her life the strand that was me. “I want the baby, Eric,” she said. “But I don’t want you.”


  Delia had complained about my drinking before, but since she hardly drank herself, it seemed impossible for her to be able to know what exactly constituted too much. She claimed she didn’t like the smell of alcohol, but I thought it was loss of control she couldn’t handle; and that seemed to be her hang-up, not mine. Sometimes she got angry enough to take a real stand, but it was a vicious cycle: Every time she swore she’d leave me, it would only send me spiraling down into a bottle, and eventually she’d come help me crawl back out to consciousness, swearing up one side and down another that it would never happen again, when we both knew that it would.


  This time, though, she wasn’t leaving on her own behalf, but someone else’s.


  For a long time after she walked away, I sat on the lawn in her backyard, balancing the truth between my shoulders like Atlas’s weight. When I finally headed home, I looked up the information for Alcoholics Anonymous, and went to a meeting that night. It took me some time, but eventually I realized why Delia said no to my proposal. I had asked her to spend the wrong life with me, but at any moment, a person might start over from scratch.


  ***


  I would like to take the time to find Delia, but right now I can’t. I make one phone call: to the prosecutors in Arizona. The canned voice I reach informs me that the Maricopa County Attorney’s office hours are from nine A.M. to five P.M. I glance at my watch, and realize that in Arizona it’s only seven in the morning. I leave a message, informing whoever needs to know that I am representing Andrew Hopkins, that he has waived extradition here in New Hampshire district court in return, we hope, for a speedy transport.


  Then I head downstairs to the sheriff’s office, where Andrew is temporarily occupying a six-foot-square space. “I need to see Delia,” he says.


  “That’s not an option right now.”


  “You don’t understand—”


  “You know, Andrew, as the parent of a five-year-old... I honestly don’t.”


  This brings back yesterday’s conversation, and his confession. Andrew, wisely, changes the subject. “When do we leave for Arizona?”


  “It’s their call. It could be tomorrow; it could be a month from now.”


  “And in the meantime?”


  “You get luxurious accommodations provided by the State of New Hampshire. And you get to meet with me, so we can figure out what we’re going to do in Phoenix. Right now, I have no idea what evidence the prosecution has. Until I can put together the pieces, we’ll just enter a not guilty plea and figure out the rest later.”


  “But,” Andrew says, “what if I want to plead guilty?”


  In the history of my career, I have met only one defendant who didn’t at least want to tell his side of the story. The man was seventy, and had served thirty years in the state penitentiary. He held up a bank fifteen minutes after his release, then explained to the teller that he’d be waiting out front on the curb for the police. All he’d wanted was to get back to an environment he understood, which is what makes Andrew’s comments even stranger. For all intents and purposes, a man who once resorted to crime in order to have a life with his daughter should want to continue to spend it in her company.


  “Once you enter a guilty plea, Andrew, it’s over. You can always switch your plea from ‘not guilty’ to ‘guilty,’ but you can’t go the other way around. And after twenty-eight years, their evidence has to be sketchy; their witnesses might not even be alive anymore—there’s a good chance you’ll be acquitted.”


  Andrew looks at me. “Eric, are you my lawyer?”


  I am completely unequipped to be Andrew’s attorney; I don’t have the experience or the wits or the confidence. But I think of Delia, begging; believing that someone who was once a failure might still be a candidate for a hero. “Yes,” I say.


  “Then don’t you have to do what I ask?”


  I don’t answer that.


  “I knew what I was doing twenty-eight years ago, Eric. And I know what I’m doing now.” He exhales heavily. “Plead guilty.”


  I stare at him. “Did you bother to think how this might affect Delia?”


  Andrew looks over my shoulder at something for a long moment. “That’s all I ever think about,” he replies.


  ***


  Once, when we were seventeen, Delia cheated on me. I was supposed to meet her at a bend in the Connecticut River where we liked to go swimming—there was a swatch of cattails and reeds that hid you from the eyes of anyone on the road, should you feel like making out with your girlfriend. I rode my bike down there, a half hour late, and heard Delia talking to Fitz.


  I couldn’t see them through the grasses, but they were arguing about the origin of the O. Henry bar. “It’s named after Hank Aaron,” she insisted. “That’s what everyone used to say when he hit another home run.”


  “Wrong. It’s the writer,” Fitz said.


  “No one names a candy bar after a writer. They’re all baseball players. O. Henry, Baby Ruth...”


  “That was named after Grover Cleveland’s daughter.”


  I heard a shriek. “Fitz, don’t... don’t you dare...” A splash, as he tossed her into the river and fell in himself. I pushed through the screen of reeds to jump in along with them. But when I had almost reached the bank, I saw Fitz and Delia in the water, wrapped around each other and kissing.


  I don’t know who started it, but I do know that Delia was the one who stopped. She pushed Fitz away and ran out to grab her towel, then stood shivering three feet away from my hiding spot. “Delia,” Fitz said, coming out of the river, too. “Wait.”


  I didn’t want to stay and listen to what she had to say; I was afraid to hear it. So I retreated in silence, and then ran back to my bike. I rode home in record time, and I spent the rest of the afternoon in my room with the lights off, lying on my bed and pretending that I hadn’t spotted what I had.


  Delia never confessed to kissing Fitz, and I didn’t bring it up. In fact, I never mentioned it to anyone. But a witness is defined through what he sees, not what he says. And just because you keep something a secret doesn’t mean it never happened, no matter how much you want that to be true.


  ***


  I find Delia watching a flock of kids alighting on a jungle gym. “You know how I hate to swing?” she says.


  “Yeah,” I say, wondering where this is going.


  “Do you know why?”


  Delia broke her arm once on a swing set when she was eight; I always figured it had something to do with that. But when I tell her so, she shakes her head. “It’s that moment when you’ve gone too high, and the chains go slack for a half-second,” Delia says. “I was always afraid I was going to fall.”


  “And then you did,” I point out.


  “My father promised he’d catch me if that happened,” she says. “And because I was a kid, I actually believed him. But he couldn’t be there all the time, no matter what he’d said.” She watches a little girl hide under the long silver tongue of the sliding pond. “You didn’t tell me he was in jail.”


  “It’s going to get worse before it gets better, Dee.”


  She pushes away from the fence. “Can I go talk to him, now?”


  “No,” I say gently. “You can’t.”


  She is unraveling before me. “Eric, I don’t know who I am,” she says through tears. “All I know is that I’m not the person I was yesterday. I don’t know if I’ve got a mother somewhere. I don’t know if I was being hurt in some way I don’t even want to think about. I don’t know why he thought that what he did would hurt me any less. Why would he lie to me, unless he wasn’t so sure I’d forgive him?” She shakes her head. “I don’t know if I can trust him now. I don’t know if I ever will, again. But I also don’t... I don’t know who else I’m supposed to ask for the answers.”


  “Sweetheart—”


  “Nobody just steals a child,” she interrupts. “So what godawful thing happened that I can’t remember?”


  I settle my hands on her shoulders; I can feel everything inside her spinning like a top. “I can’t tell you that yet,” I say, “but neither can your father. Legally, I’m the only one who’s allowed to talk to him.”


  Delia lifts her face, fierce. “Then you go ask him what happened.”


  Although it’s unseasonably warm for March, she’s shivering. I take off my jacket and drape it over her. “I can’t. I’m his attorney,” I say. “This is exactly why I think someone else should—”


  “Should represent him?” Delia asks. “Someone who only knows my father because he’s a name on a manila folder? Someone who could care less whether he gets convicted or acquitted, because it’s all just in a day’s work?”


  On the playground, a teacher calls out to the class. She unravels a white rope with little interval loops for each child to grab hold of, a miniature chain gang taking the safest measures back to their school. “He intends to plead guilty,” I say uncomfortably.


  “What will that do?”


  “Get him sent directly to jail.”


  Delia looks up, stunned. “Why would you want that?”


  “I wouldn’t. I told him to take a chance on a trial, but it’s not what he wants.”


  “What about what I want?”


  If I show up in court in Arizona at Andrew’s side, the judge will ask me how we plead, not Andrew. To say “not guilty” means subverting my client’s request. It means Andrew could fire me and wind up with a lawyer who’d gladly enter a guilty plea, because it is the path of least resistance.


  To say “not guilty” means a big, difficult trial, in which Delia will serve as a material witness.


  As the only other person who was with Andrew at the time of the kidnapping, she will be courted by the prosecution as well as the defense. And in spite of the fact that she is my fiancée, I can be sent to jail for telling her any details about her father’s case. It is a felony to consciously or unconsciously influence what a witness says in court.


  But is it a crime for her to influence what I say?


  I smooth my hand over her hair. “Okay,” I promise. “Not guilty.”


  Andrew


  Does it really matter why I did it?


  By now you’ve already formed your own impression. You believe that an act committed a lifetime ago defines a man, or you believe that a person’s past has nothing to do with his future. You think I am either a hero, or a monster. Maybe knowing more about the circumstances will make you think differently about me, but it won’t change what happened twenty-eight years ago.


  There have been nightmares. Sometimes I have picked up the phone and heard Elise’s voice in the pause before the telemarketer’s brain kicks in. Whenever I pass a police car, I sweat. I was thrown into a panic when one of the seniors submitted my name for election to the Wexton Town Council, until I realized that the easiest place to take cover is in plain sight; no one ever looks twice at someone who acts like he has nothing to hide.


  Believe what you want, but be prepared to answer this question: In my shoes, how do you know you wouldn’t have done the same thing?


  ***


  Believe it or not, there is a relief to finally getting caught. The moment I gave up my clothes for a baggy orange jumpsuit I also peeled off the skin of the person I’ve pretended to be. In a strange way, I belong here more than I did out there. Like me, everyone in jail has been living a lie.


  For twenty-three hours a day, I stay in my cell. That last hour, I am granted a shower and a turn around the exercise yard, where I do my best to breathe in deep and get the smell of jail out of my nostrils.


  I have asked twice now to call you; I thought that everyone was given a phone call upon arrival, but it turns out that’s only true on television. I wait for Eric, but he hasn’t come yet either. I imagine there are all sorts of knots made out of red tape he has to untangle before we are shipped off to Arizona.


  The last time I was there, it was a state unlike anything in the Northeast. A place where the soil was the color of blood, where snow was a fantasy, where the plants had skeletons. Just falling off the abrupt edge of Scottsdale could land you in towns that consisted of a handful of people and a gas station; back then the West was still a haven for lawless rebels. I hear those towns are now the enclaves of the rich, who have built multimillion-dollar houses into the inhospitable red cliffs, but I imagine the part of Phoenix I will be seeing is still peopled with lawless rebels, the ones who have been arrested.


  It never gets dark in jail, and it never gets quiet. The sound is a symphony: the wheezing snore of the guy one block down; the creak of a door being opened. Rain on the roof and the viper hiss of the radiator. The ping-ping-ping-ping of metal on metal as a corrections officer walks down the corridor side by side with his attitude, hitting his keys against the bars of a cell to wake up all the nearby occupants.


  The only way I am able to stand it is to think about you. This time, the memory that spreads across my mind is of the autumn weekend we drove to Killington and took a chairlift up to the top. It was October, and you were only five. When we got to the peak, the ring of Killington’s mountains rose to our left and right; the valley below was a lavish tapestry of reds and golds and emeralds, studded with church spires that looked like fallen stars caught in the folds of the landscape. The Ottauquechee River scalloped a blue seam down the center, and the air already smelled of snow.


  It looked just about as different from Arizona as humanly possible. And I began to understand what New Englanders say, what I had learned long before I took refuge in New Hampshire: You never forget your first fall.


  ***


  When you’re a parent you find yourself looking at the unknown that is your child, trying to find a piece of yourself inside her, because sometimes that is what it takes to stake a claim. I remember watching you making muddy mixtures in the sandbox, and wondering if a love of chemistry was something you might be born with. I remember listening to your tearful recollection of the monster in your nightmare, trying to see whether it resembled me.


  What I saw most in you, though, was your mother.


  You had an uncanny ability to find things: the diamond earring Eric’s mother lost somewhere in her driveway; the old stash of comic books hidden behind a loose panel of wood in the basement; a buffalo-head nickel caught between the cracks of the sidewalk. Unlike Elise, who could discover parts of a person they didn’t even know were absent, you specialized in the tangible, but that, I feared, was only a matter of time.


  When you were seven, you found a chickadee’s egg that had fallen out of a nest. The egg was cracked and the bird, still embryonic and developing, was pink-skinned and pale, oddly humanistic. You and I lined a matchbox with tissues and held a private burial. “Wilbur,” you intoned, “lived a short life, full of danger.”


  Not unlike your own.


  You cried for a week over that damn bird—the first time that finding something, for you, became equated to loss. That was when I realized that I could take you to the far ends of the earth, but I couldn’t keep your mother from surfacing. Elise was in your blood; Elise was printed upon you. And, like Elise, I was terrified that if you grew up able to find whatever it was that hollowed out a person’s heart, you would wind up feeling just as empty as she had.


  God forbid, maybe you’d try to fill yourself the same way.


  I made a few phone calls and took you to meet a policeman who happened to be the son of one of the seniors who played mah-jongg every Tuesday at the center. Art was a state trooper who had a German shepherd named Jerry Lee, known for his search-and-rescue ability. He let you play hide and seek with Jerry Lee, who always won. By the time we drove home that day, you knew what you wanted to be when you grew up.


  There is a fine line between seeing something that’s lost as missing, and seeing it as something that might be found. The way I figured, it was my job to make sure that you were focused correctly. In high school, I got you an apprenticeship with a local vet. In college, you adopted a hound from a shelter, and trained it for search and rescue. As a senior, you made your first big rescue: a little boy who had wandered off at a county fair. You began to get a reputation for hard work and diligence; you were called in to work with K-9 units all over New Hampshire and Vermont. I have heard you tell the story of how you got started in this business over and over to reporters and to grateful victims; you always say it began when you found a bird.


  I’m not even sure you remember anymore that it was dead.


  Sometimes parents don’t find what they’re looking for in their child, so they plant seeds for what they’d like to grow there instead. I’ve witnessed this with the former hockey player who takes his son out to skate before he can even walk. Or in the mother who gave up her ballet dreams when she married, but now scrapes her daughter’s hair into a bun and watches from the wings of the stage. We are not, as you’d expect, orchestrating their lives; we are not even trying for a second chance. We’re hoping that if this one thing takes root, it might take up enough light and space to keep something else from developing in our children: the disappointment we’ve already lived.


  ***


  Last night, before my arraignment, I started shaking. Not shivering, but the palsied kind of seizure that even made the guards bring me to the infirmary for a free nurse’s check, not that she could find anything wrong. It was the sort of tremor that astronauts get when they come back to earth, that a hiker suffers after coming back down from the crest of Kilimanjaro—a bone-deep chill that has nothing to do with cold and everything with being moved from one world to another. It continued the whole time the guards snapped on handcuffs and led me underground to the court building next door; it continued while I waited in the sheriff’s department cell there; it continued until the moment I saw you in the courtroom and called your name.


  You couldn’t look me in the eye, and that was the first time I ever had doubts about what I did.


  ***


  “Hey,” my cellmate says. “You gonna eat your bread?”


  A twenty-year-old awaiting trial for armed robbery, my cellmate’s name is Monteverde Jones. I toss him my bread, which is stale enough to be classified as a weapon. We are fed in our cells, given an unappetizing array of blots on a plastic tray that blend together like Venn diagrams.


  Because Monte has been here longer than I have, he gets to eat on the bunk. Me, I have to sit on the toilet or the floor. Everything is based on hierarchy and privilege; in this, jail’s a lot like the real world. “So,” he says, “what do you do on the outside?”


  I look up over my fork. “I run a senior citizens’ center.”


  “Like a nursing home?”


  “The opposite,” I explain. “A place for active seniors to come and socialize. We had league sports and chess tournaments and season tickets to the Red Sox.”


  “No shit,” Monte says. “My grandma, she’s in one of those places where they just give her oxygen and wait for her to die.” He takes out a pen that he has whittled to a sharp point, a makeshift knife, and begins to run it under his nails. “How long you been doing that?”


  “Since I moved to Wexton,” I tell him. “Almost thirty years.”


  “Thirty years?” Monte shakes his head. “That’s, like, forever.”


  I look down at my tray. “Not really,” I say.


  ***


  If I had been allowed to make my phone call to you, this is what I would have said:


  How are you? How’s Sophie?


  I’m fine. I’m stronger than you’d think.


  I wish it hadn’t happened this way.


  I will see you in Arizona, and explain.


  I know.


  I’m not sorry, either.


  Fitz


  I’m not prepared for what I see when I turn the corner onto the street where I grew up. Two news vans from the Boston area are parked in the driveway of what used to be Eric’s childhood home. In front of Andrew Hopkins’s little red Cape is a lineup of television reporters, each facing a cameraman whose job it is to carve out a small square of background and make it look as if no other journalist has stumbled onto this grand story. This is a plum assignment, and under any other circumstance I might find myself sitting alongside the others, bumming cigarettes and thermoses of coffee while we wait for the Victim to peek out the front door.


  I park the car and circle around the media into my former backyard. A gay couple lives here now, with their adopted daughter—the gardens are far more manicured than anything my parents were ever able to pull off. But there’s still a corner of the chain-link fence behind the rhododendrons that’s bent up, just high enough for you to squeeze underneath into Delia’s yard—a secret passage where we’d leave each other notes and treasures. I walk up the back door and let myself inside. “Dee?” I call out. “It’s me.”


  When there’s no answer, I wander into the kitchen. Delia is dressed in jeans and one of Eric’s sweaters; her hair is a wild black tangle around her face and her feet are bare. She is hunched over the counter, with the phone pressed to her ear. Underneath the kitchen table, Sophie sits in her nightgown, lining up plastic farm animals into military formation. “Fitz!” she says when she sees me. “Guess what? I couldn’t go to school today because all the cars were in the way.”


  “Could you check again?” Delia says into the phone. “Maybe under E. Matthews?”


  I kneel beside Sophie and hold my finger up to my lips: quiet. But Delia slams down the phone instead and swears like a sailor—the same Delia who once nearly took my head off for saying the word damn in Sophie’s presence when she was only three months old. When she looks up at me, her eyes are full of tears. “They must have told her about me... about us being here in New Hampshire, but she hasn’t called, Fitz.”


  There are all sorts of excellent reasons for this: Delia’s mother doesn’t live in Arizona now, and hasn’t been told yet of Andrew’s apprehension; she’s not even alive anymore. But I don’t have the heart to point these out to Delia.


  “Maybe she’s afraid you won’t want to talk to her, with your father’s arrest and all,” I say after a minute.


  “That’s what I thought, too. So I figured... maybe I’ll just call her, instead. The thing is... I can’t find her. I don’t know if she’s remarried or if she goes by her maiden name.... I don’t even know what her maiden name is. She’s still a total stranger.”


  I stick my head under the table. “Soph,” I say, “I’ll give you a dollar if you go upstairs and find Mommy’s purple nail polish before I finish counting. One, two, three...”


  She is off like a shot. “I don’t wear nail polish,” Delia says wearily.


  “No kidding.” I step toward her. “What have you told Sophie, anyway?”


  “She saw the police take her grandfather away in handcuffs. What was I supposed to say to her?” Delia shakes her head. “I told her it was just a game, like the one we were playing when the cops came.” She closes her eyes. “Trouble.”


  “Where’s Eric?”


  “At the office. Filing paperwork to try a case in Arizona.” Her voice stumbles over the words, and she sinks into a chair. “You want to hear something funny, Fitz? I used to wish every night that my mother was still alive. I’m not talking about when I was a kid, I mean as recently as a week ago. You know... like when Sophie was a tooth in the school play and I wished my mother could have seen her, or when I had to pick out the dishes for the main course at the wedding and I couldn’t even pronounce half of the ones on the caterer’s list. I used to pretend that there had been some hospital mix-up, and that my mother would show up saying it had all been an awful mistake. Well, look at what happens when you get what you ask for: I have a mother, but I have no idea who I am. I don’t know my actual birthday. I don’t even know if I’m really thirty-one. And I thought I knew my father... but it turns out that was the biggest lie of all.”


  “He’s the same man you grew up with,” I say carefully, treading over a minefield full of false comfort. “He’s the same man he was yesterday.”


  “Is he?” Delia retorts. “I’ve been through some pretty awful situations with Eric, but I never thought about picking Sophie up and stealing her away so that he’d never see her again. I can’t imagine a person ever getting to that point. But my own father apparently did.”


  I could tell her from personal experience that when people we love make choices, we don’t always understand them. But we can go on loving them, just the same. It isn’t a matter of comprehension. It’s forgiveness.


  But all this took me a lifetime to discover, and where has it gotten me? To the point where, if Delia asks me to jump, I strap on my moon boots. Some lessons can’t be taught, they simply have to be learned.


  “I’m sure he had a reason for doing what he did,” I say. “I’m sure he wants to talk to you.”


  “And then what happens? Are we supposed to go back to the way it used to be? I don’t quite see us meeting my mother for dinner every other Sunday and laughing about old times. And I don’t know how I’m ever supposed to be able to listen to what he says without wondering if he’s telling me the truth.” She starts to cry. “I wish this never happened,” she says. “I wish I’d never found out.”


  I hesitate a second before hauling her into my arms—touching Delia is something I am always careful about; it comes at such great cost to me. I feel her heart beat hard against mine, two prisoners communicating through a cell-block wall. I understand better than she’d imagine that history is indelible. You can mask it; you can patch it smooth and clear; but you will always know what’s hidden underneath.


  I find myself selfishly leaning closer, so that I breathe in the scent of her hair. Delia taught me that human scents are like snowflakes—each one’s different. Blindfolded, I could find Delia by smell alone: She is lily-milk and snow, fresh-cut grass in summer, the perfume of my childhood.


  She shifts, so the softest skin below her ear brushes against my lips, and that’s all it takes for me to jump back as if I’ve been burned. I know what it’s like to wake up thinking you will be able to cast the people who play the starring roles in your life, only to realize that you have to watch it from the audience. For Delia, the whole play has changed in the middle, and the least I can do is to be her constant. She had always trusted me to fix what’s wrong: a dead car battery, a flooded basement, a broken heart. This time, I am out of my league, but I try to rescue her anyway. I’ll be the hero now; soon enough Delia will realize that there’s reason to think of me as the villain.


  “Sophie!” I yell. “Time’s up!” She appears breathlessly at the bottom of the stairs.


  “Mommy doesn’t have—”


  “Get your coat,” I say. “You’re going to school.”


  Sophie is still young enough to be delighted by this news. She runs off to the mudroom, while Delia glances out the window into the driveway. “Did you happen to notice the jackals outside?”


  I push aside the image of what Delia will think when she sees tomorrow’s paper. “Yeah,” I say, keeping my tone light, “but I’m one of them, and we don’t eat our own.”


  “I don’t want to go out—”


  “But you need to,” I say. The last thing Delia should do is sit around waiting for the phone to ring, letting her mind wander enough to wonder why her mother might not be calling—none of which will lead to the outcome she’s dreamed of her whole life.


  Sophie skids to a stop in front of me, and I squat down to zip up her coat. “We’re dropping her off,” I tell Delia, “and then we’re going directly to jail.”


  ***


  This morning I was called into the business offices of the New Hampshire Gazette by my editor, a woman named Marge Geraghy who smokes Cuban cigars and insists on calling me by my full godawful name. “Fitzwilliam,” she said, “take a seat.”


  I sank into the ratty armchair across from her desk. The New Hampshire Gazette is exactly what you’d imagine of a paper you can, literally, read in its entirety during a visit to the bathroom—dingy gray walls, fluorescent lights, thrift-store furniture. There is a decent reception area and one nice conference room, for the one time a year when the governor of New Hampshire graces our offices for an interview. It’s no wonder that most of the reporters choose to work from their homes instead of their cubicles.


  “Fitzwilliam,” Marge repeated. “I want to talk to you about this kidnapping case.”


  On her desk she has the paper spread open to my article—page A2, because yesterday there was also a murder-suicide down in Nashua. “What about it?” I asked.


  “Your piece was missing something.”


  I raised a brow. “It’s all there. The facts, the history to date, and the plea. If you’re looking to make an arraignment more sexy, you’ll have to watch The Practice.”


  “I’m not criticizing your technique, Fitzwilliam, just your effort.” She blew a smoke ring into my face. “Did you ever wonder why I pulled you off the Strange But True story to cover this instead?”


  “Sheer human mercy?”


  “No, because of what you could bring to the piece. You grew up in Wexton. Maybe you even crossed paths with this family—at church, at a school graduation, whatever. You can make this personal... even if you have to make it all up. I don’t want the legal crap. I want the family drama.”


  I wondered what Marge would say if she knew that not only did I grow up in Wexton, I grew up next door to Andrew Hopkins. That, all drama aside, Delia is my family. I wondered if she would understand that sometimes being close to an issue is not a good thing for a writer. That sometimes it means you can’t see clearly.


  But then Marge lifted up an envelope. “An open e-ticket,” she announced. “I want you to follow this guy to Arizona and get the exclusive.”


  And that, really, was what made me agree. After all, I am a man who has never gotten very far from Delia Hopkins, no matter how I’ve tried. You can widen the feet of a compass, but they are still attached at the top; you can spin them away from each other, but you always wind up where you started. If Andrew is extradited to Arizona, and Delia follows, I am going to wind up there sooner or later. The New Hampshire Gazette might as well foot the bill.


  I plucked the envelope out of Marge’s hand. I would figure out, later, how to explain to Delia that I was writing an exposé on her heartache. I would figure out, later, how to explain to my boss that, for me, Delia will never be a story, but a happy ending.


  ***


  Delia and I walk Sophie into the classroom because she’s late, and because the teacher is brand new, having just taken over for Sophie’s regular teacher while she’s on maternity leave. I hang Sophie’s coat on a little hook near her cubby and take her lunchbox out of her knapsack. A teacher who seems small enough, and nearly young enough, to be a student gets up and approaches Sophie, squatting down to her level. “Sophie! I’m glad you could join us.”


  “There’s television people in my driveway,” Sophie announces.


  Amazingly, the teacher’s smile never wavers. “Isn’t that interesting!” she says. “Why don’t you join Mikayla and Ryan’s group?”


  As Sophie runs off, already focused on what’s next, the teacher draws us aside. “Ms. Hopkins, we read about your father’s arraignment in the paper. All of us here want you to know that if there’s anything we can do to help...”


  “I’d just like Sophie to stay busy,” Delia replies woodenly. “She doesn’t really know what’s going on with my father.”


  “Of course,” the teacher agrees, and she glances at me. “She’s lucky to have two supportive parents right now.”


  Too late, she realizes this is probably not the smartest comment, given the circumstances. She blushes a deep red, then an even deeper hue when both Delia and I hasten to explain that I’m not Sophie’s father.


  There have been times, I’ll admit, that I wished I was. Like when Delia put my hand on her belly so that I could feel Sophie kicking inside, and I thought: I should have been the one to make that happen. But for all the nights I lay in bed as a teenager, imagining what it would be like to be Eric, with the freedom to touch her whenever I wanted, or breathing in the smell of my pillow after she’d sprawled on my bed studying for a test on Hamlet, or even feeling my pulse jump when we were both patting Greta after a find and our hands brushed—for all those times, there were a thousand others that did not belong to me.


  By now, the teacher is so tangled up in the kite strings of her embarrassment that she couldn’t fly straight if she wanted to. “We have to go,” I say to Delia, and I drag her out of the classroom. “I thought I’d save the poor woman before she put both of her feet in her mouth at once,” I explain. “How old is she? Eleven? Twelve?”


  “I didn’t get to say good-bye to Sophie.”


  We stop for a moment at the plate-glass window, watching Sophie make a block pattern out of colored circles and squares.


  “She’ll never know.”


  “I bet the teacher noticed. She’ll probably tell the school guidance counselor that I just picked up and left. They’re all waiting to see how far the apple falls from the tree, you know.”


  “Since when do you care what anyone thinks about you?” I ask. “That’s the kind of crap I’d expect to hear from Bethany Matthews, not Delia Hopkins.”


  I hear Delia suck in her breath at the sound of that forbidden name.


  “Bethany Matthews,” I continue blithely, “is always the first one parked at the curb to pick up her daughter. Bethany Matthews thinks that the pinnacle of personal success is being president of the PTA for four consecutive years. Bethany Matthews never serves frozen pizza for dinner because she’s forgotten to defrost.”


  “Bethany Matthews would not have gotten pregnant before she was married,” Delia says. “Bethany Matthews wouldn’t even let her daughter play with a child who was the product of that kind of broken household.”


  “Bethany Matthews still wears velvet headbands,” I laugh. “And baggy granny underwear.”


  “Bethany Matthews throws like a girl.”


  “Bethany Matthews,” I say, “is no fun to be around.”


  “Thank God I’m nothing like her,” Delia replies, and then she turns to me and smiles.


  ***


  I dated Delia first. We were in middle school and it didn’t mean anything at all—if you said you were going out with a girl, it basically meant that you walked her to her bus at the end of the school day. I did it because everyone else seemed to be asking girls out, and Delia was the only one I really talked to. I broke up with her because as cool as it had been to have a girlfriend the week before, it was uncool to have one the following week. I told her that maybe we should spend a little time hanging out with other people.


  I realized too late that the look on Delia’s face when I did it was one I had never seen before—and with good reason: It was the first time in our lives that any of us three wanted to ration the amount of time we spent in one another’s company. In a fit of conscience, I went to find Delia in the gym. I was going to tell her that I didn’t mean it, that words without thought behind them were like deflated balloons, unable to go anywhere, but instead I spied her dancing with Eric. He had his arms around her, with an easy confidence I didn’t have. He touched her as if parts of her belonged to him, and maybe, after all these years, they did.


  On Eric’s face I saw my own mistake. It brightened his eyes and narrowed his focus so much that I thought of yelling Fire to see if he’d even hear. He looked the way I felt around Delia: as if a second sun was growing underneath my breastbone, a secret I could barely conceal. The difference, though, was how Delia was looking back at him. Unlike the hours we’d spent as an alleged couple—when we’d argue who would be the starting pitcher for the Sox, or whether Spider-Man could kick Batman’s ass in an arm-wrestling competition—Delia had nothing to say when she was staring up at Eric. He took away all her words, and I had never been able to do that.


  There were times, when we were getting older, that I thought of telling her how I really felt. I convinced myself that even if I lost Eric’s friendship forever as a result, I’d still have Delia to make up for it. But then I’d remember that moment when she and Eric were swaying in the middle school gym, with streamers caught on the bottoms of their shoes and a DJ playing REO Speedwagon; and I’d realize that even if all three of us had grown up, Delia and Eric still looked at each other as if the rest of the world had fallen away, myself included. I could lose one of them, but I didn’t think I could stand to lose both.


  Once, I slipped—I kissed her when we were horsing around on the shore of the Connecticut River. But I made a joke of it, the way I did when anything came too close for comfort. If I’d said what I really wanted to when she was floating with me in the reeds, her hands tight on my shoulders and her mouth a flower beneath mine, I might have wound up with her staring speechless at me, too. But what if it wasn’t because I took her breath away? What if it was because she couldn’t say back to me the things I said to her?


  When you love someone, you want her to have everything she wants.


  In Delia’s case, that has always been Eric.


  ***


  The Grafton County Correctional Facility hunches like a sleeping bear at the end of Route 10 in Haverhill, yoked at the neck to its sister building, the courthouse. As we drive up and park my car, I can feel Delia’s eyes go straight to the razor wire at the top of the fence.


  I get out of the car and open Delia’s door. She squares her shoulders and marches toward the entryway, a squat little addition with a heavy wooden door that makes me think of the ogre’s cottage in a fairy tale. The correctional officer at the desk looks up from the MAXIM he’s reading. “We’ve come to see an inmate,” I say.


  “You a lawyer?”


  “No, but—”


  “Then come back Tuesday night during visiting hours.” He turns his attention back to his magazine.


  “I don’t think you understand—”


  “Nope, I never do,” the CO answers dully.


  “My father was brought in here two days ago—”


  “Then you can’t see him, period. It’ll be a few weeks before he’s approved for visitation.”


  “My father won’t be here in a few weeks,” Delia says. “He’s being sent to Arizona.”


  This, finally, gets his attention. There just aren’t all that many people in the Grafton County Jail who are on the short list for extradition to another state. “Hopkins?” the CO says. “You couldn’t meet with him even if I let you. He left this morning for Phoenix.”


  “What?” Delia says, stunned. “My father’s not here? Does his lawyer know?”


  The CO turns as a door is slammed nearby, followed by the sound of Eric cursing. “He does now,” the guard answers.


  Eric sees us standing in front of the CO’s booth and does a double-take. “What are you doing here?”


  “Why didn’t you tell me my father was leaving today?”


  “Because no one told me,” Eric says, shooting a dirty look at the CO who led him out. “Apparently, neither the Arizona prosecutor nor the Grafton County Jail thought it might be important to let me know that my client’s been extradited.” He pulls out his wallet and digs through it. “You have any cash? I’m going to drive straight to the airport.”


  I give him forty, Delia gives him fifty. “Do you even know where you’re going?”


  “I have a seven-hour trip to figure it out,” Eric says. He stamps a kiss on Delia’s forehead. “Listen, I can handle this. In the meantime, find someone to watch the house for a while. Get tickets to Arizona for you and for Sophie. Bring a few of my suits and the box marked ‘Andrew’ that’s sitting on the desk at my office. I’ll call you on your cell as soon as I know more.”


  The three of us walk outside, where it is still cold enough for the promises we are making to crystallize in the air. Eric heads to my car and tucks Delia into the passenger seat, leaning close to speak to her for a moment out of my range of hearing. I imagine him telling her that he loves her, that he will miss her, that when he closes his eyes on the plane her face will be what rises inside him—all the things I would be saying to her, in his place. After he closes the door, sealing her safely inside, he comes around the back of the car to talk to me. “I can’t handle this,” he says.


  “You just said—”


  “Well, what the hell was I supposed to tell her? Fitz, I’m totally screwed. I honestly don’t know what I’m doing,” Eric confesses. “I can count on one hand the number of felonies I’ve tried. I should have made her find another attorney. A real attorney.”


  “You are a real attorney,” I say. “She wanted you because she knows you’ll do everything to get Andrew out of this mess.”


  He rubs a hand down his face. “Then what am I supposed to do when he gets convicted and Delia blames me?”


  “Make sure you never have to find out.”


  “I’m screwed,” Eric repeats, and shakes his head. “I have to go. Take care of her, okay?”


  He gives Delia to me as if she were a jewel to be smuggled, a prayer to be whispered between heretics. A pawn. Eric is halfway across the parking lot by the time I answer. “I always do,” I say.


  II


  [image: Images]


  How little remains of the man I once was, save the memory of him! But remembering is only a new form of suffering.


  —Charles Baudelaire, La Fanfarlo


  Delia


  When I was little, I used to imagine the ways my mother would come back to me. I would be ordering a milkshake at a diner, and the woman sitting on the stool next to me would turn and our eyes would connect like lightning. Or I’d open the door and instead of the mailman, my mother would be standing there with her arms open. I’d go to my first driver’s-ed class in high school and slip into the car and find her waiting with a clipboard in the passenger seat, just as surprised as I was. In all these daydreams, death was not the absolute it is supposed to be, and we always found each other by accident. In all of these daydreams, my mother and I recognized each other without a single spoken word.


  It is strange to think that, sometime in the past twenty-eight years, she might have been standing in line behind me at the grocery store. We might have passed each other in a bus station or on a crowded street. We might even have talked politely on the phone, No I’m sorry, you have the wrong number. It is strange to think that we might have crossed paths, and still not have known what we were missing.


  ***


  You can boil your life down to a single suitcase, if you desperately have to. Ask yourself what you really need, and it won’t be what you imagine—you will easily toss aside unfinished work, and bills, and your daily calendar to make room for the pair of flannel pajamas you wear when it rains; and the stone your child gave you that is shaped like a heart; and the battered paperback you revisit every April, because it was what you were reading the first time you fell in love. It turns out that what’s important is not everything that you’ve accumulated all these years, but those few things you can carry with you.


  Sophie presses her face to the tiny window of the plane, waiting for takeoff. It is her first flight. As far as my daughter knows, we are going on a spontaneous adventure. A vacation. I’ve told her that where we’re headed, it’s warm. That Eric is already there waiting for us.


  Maybe my mother is, too.


  She still hasn’t called. Maybe, like Fitz said, she’s afraid; maybe her attorneys have told her not to. Eric has explained to me that just because the State of Arizona is prosecuting after all this time doesn’t mean that my mother is pushing for it, or even that she’s still alive. An outstanding warrant is an outstanding warrant, period.


  Every now and then I let myself think the darkest thought: that the reason she hasn’t contacted me is because she doesn’t want to. I cannot reconcile that mother with the one I’ve pictured for years.


  But then again, if my mother was as perfect as I’ve always imagined, why would my father have run away with me? I’ve never doubted his love for me, but for that to still be true, given what I now know, do I have to doubt my mother’s love for me? And if I can’t, if I won’t, then don’t I have to admit to myself that my father has done something wrong?


  When I told all of this to Eric, he said I’d find out soon enough if my mother is still living in Arizona, that I should just stop analyzing it to death, because it’s only going to make me crazy.


  But if it were me, and Sophie, and it had been years... I wouldn’t listen to lawyers; I wouldn’t pay attention to misgivings. I would walk halfway across the world to stand on my daughter’s doorstep; I’d wait for her to answer the bell and hold her so close that nothing could come between us, not even the narrowest sliver of regret.


  “Mommy?” Sophie asks. “Will they give Greta a seat belt?”


  “She’s in a special crate,” I assure her. “She’s probably asleep by now.”


  Sophie considers this. “Does she ever dream?”


  “Sure,” I reply. “You’ve seen her running in her sleep.”


  “I had a dream last night,” Sophie tells me. “Grandpa was taking me for ice cream, but no matter what you asked for, you got strawberry.”


  “He hates strawberry,” I say quietly.


  “But in my dream,” Sophie says, “he ate it anyway.” She twists in her seat to face me. “Will Grandpa be on the other side?”


  She means in Arizona, but that isn’t how I hear it. I’d always thought of my father and me as a unit, a team, but now I’m not sure. On the one hand, I was his child, and he must have been doing what he felt he needed to do. On the other hand, I’m a mother now, and he committed my worst nightmare.


  Sophie snuggles against me, twining her fingers in my hair. She used to sleep with it the way some babies sleep with a blanket or a teddy bear; every time she lay down for a nap I’d have to go with her. Eric thought it was a habit we should break; how else would she ever be able to go to sleep without me?


  I had asked him, Why should she ever have to?


  The Fasten Seat Belt sign dings, and I help Sophie into her seat and tighten the band around her waist. The plane pushes off from the jetway and rolls backward, heading onto the tarmac for takeoff. When the plane begins to accelerate and the nose rises up like a rocket, Sophie turns to me. “Are we flying?”


  My father and I used to have picnics at the airfield in Lebanon and watch the Cessnas and Pipers take off and land. We’d lie on our backs with the grass tickling our shoulders as the little planes vanished into colossal clouds, then reappeared like magic. When I asked him what kept a plane from falling out of the sky, he made me sit up and blow across the top of a paper napkin to see it rise like a flag in the wind. “When the air moves faster on the top of the wings than the bottom,” he told me, “the plane lifts.”


  So I am ready when Sophie asks me this question. It’s all about pressure. When it comes at you from all sides equally, nothing moves. But if one side exerts more than the other, you just might find yourself in flight.


  ***


  I wonder if she has dimples, like me. If she can bend her thumbs all the way backward, double-jointed, like Sophie and I can. If she gave me my black hair or my fear of insects. If her labor was anything like mine.


  I have spent so long sculpting her in my imagination, a combination of Marion Cunningham and Carol Brady and Ma Walton and Mrs. Cosby. She will cry when she sees me and hold me so tight that I can’t breathe, and even then I will notice how seamlessly my body fits against hers. She will not be able to find words big enough to tell me how much she loves me.


  But there is another voice in my head, one that knows things are different if my mother has, in fact, been alive all this time. Why didn’t she try harder to find me?


  All I ever really wanted in a mother is someone who could not be dragged from me, kicking and screaming, no matter how powerful the force of separation was. Someone who would give up her life if it meant I couldn’t be a part of it.


  Someone my father has always been.


  ***


  When I fall asleep during the flight, I dream. He has just finished planting a lemon tree in my backyard. I want to make lemonade, but there isn’t any fruit on the tree yet. It looks naked under that electric sky; all angles and switchbacks, skinny arms shivering.


  His hands pat the dirt down at the bottom of the tree. He turns to me but the sun is in my eyes and I smile back without really seeing his face. In my lap is a striped cat; I feel for the missing stub of its tail and it bolts out of my clutches, between two barrel cacti that remind me of munchkins from The Wizard of Oz. “What do you think, Beth?” he asks.


  The dust stains his palms red, and when he wipes them on his jeans there are two upside-down five-fingered prints that become long-necked dinosaurs with their heads reaching toward each other. I think I want a dinosaur. I want a seal, too, to keep in the bathtub.


  I tell him this, and he laughs. “I know what you want, grilla,” he says, and then he swings me into his arms and so high that the sun kisses blisters onto the soles of my feet.


  ***


  Arriving at Sky Harbor Airport is, I imagine, like landing on Mars—jagged mountains and blood-red soil as far as I can see. I step out of the double glass doors and walk into a solid wall of heat. I wonder how a place like this and a place like New Hampshire could possibly be part of the same country.


  There is already a message on my cell phone from Eric—an address, actually. The lawyer sponsoring him to try a case in this state is an old classmate from law school, and someone—his secretary’s cousin’s friend, or something equally as complicated—has agreed to let us stay in her house while she moves in with her boyfriend.


  I collect a skittish Greta from the oversized-baggage area, rent an SUV (How long do you need it? the clerk had asked, and I had stared at the woman blankly), and pile our luggage into the backseat and trunk around the collapsible dog cage. Going through the motions only reminds me of the thousand things I don’t know: what the grocery store chains are out here; how to get to this house on Los Brazos Street; when I will see my father again. Sophie’s backpack slips to her elbows, her hand rides on the taut pull of Greta’s leash. She follows me, bouncing on the balls of her feet, trusting me to know where we’re going.


  Don’t all children?


  Didn’t I?


  We follow the Avis representative’s directions, passing more stores and shopping malls than there are in all of New Hampshire. There seems to be a supplier for everything you might ever want or need—sushi, motorized scooters, bronze sculpture, paint-your-own ceramicware. I feel absolutely lost out here, and that, actually, is a relief. In Arizona I am not supposed to know anything; this is all naturally foreign. Unlike Wexton, here I have the right to wake up in the morning and not remember who or where I am.


  The address Eric has given me is in Mesa, and must be a mistake. The only residences on Los Brazos are in a trailer park—not one filled with tidy rows of compact, immaculate homes with little gardens and window boxes, but something that resembles an enormous junk heap. There’s a dusty parking lot encapsulating fifty motor homes, none numbered, all in various states of disrepair. Sophie kicks at the back of my seat. “Mommy,” she asks, “do we get to live in a bus?”


  We drive past an old woman standing at the entrance of a trailer park, wrapped tight in a long raincoat in spite of the heat. Inside the fence, there doesn’t seem to be a single living soul. I imagine how hot it must be to live inside a metal trailer, when the outdoor temperatures alone break a hundred degrees.


  We’ll stay in a hotel, I decide, but then I remember that we don’t have enough money for that. Eric said that this might not be a matter of weeks, but months.


  Some of the trailers have cacti planted next to their steps. Some have bronze garden ornaments stuck in the stones along their foundations. A young woman steps out of her door, and I immediately roll down my window. “Excuse me!” I call out. “I’m trying to find...” I look down at the number Eric left in his message.


  “No hablo inglés.” She hurries back inside her trailer, and pulls shut all the curtains so that we cannot peek inside.


  I would drive to Eric, but he hasn’t told me where he is. Before I know it, I’ve made a full circle through the motor home community, and I’m back on the driveway that leads out to the main road. The old woman is still standing there, and she smiles at me. She has the lined maple skin and moon face of a Native American; her short white hair is twisted into a red scarf on top of her head. Every one of her fingers is decorated with a silver ring, something I notice when she flashes us by pulling aside the lapels of her coat. Underneath, she is wearing a T-shirt that says DON’T WORRY, BE HOPI, and various items are anchored to plastic loops sewn into the satin lining of the jacket—rusted silverware, old 45s, and about ten Barbie dolls. “Garage sale today,” she says. “Extra cheap!”


  Sophie’s face lights up when she sees the dolls. “Mommy—”


  “Not today,” I say, and I smile tightly at the woman. “Sorry.”


  She shrugs and closes her coat.


  I hesitate. “Do you by any chance know which trailer is number 35677?”


  “It’s right over there.” Pointing, she indicates a decrepit building less than twenty feet away. “Nobody lives in it, though. Girl moved out a week ago. The neighbor’s got the key.”


  The neighbor’s trailer has all kinds of rainbow windcatchers suspended from the overhang of the doorway. A stool with a mosaic seat and plaster-sculpted human legs and feet supports a twisted cactus whose shoots look like the tangled map of the New York subway. Hundreds of brown feathers are tied with string and leather to the green branches of a paloverde tree in the front yard.


  “Thanks,” I say, and telling Sophie to wait in the car, I leave the air-conditioning running and walk up to the door. I ring the bell, twice, but there’s no answer.


  “They’re not home,” the old woman says, as if I haven’t figured this out for myself. But before I can reply, I hear the approaching whine of a police siren. Immediately, I am back in Wexton, ten seconds before my entire life fell apart. I run for the car, for Sophie.


  The police cruiser pulls in behind my rental, but when the officer gets out, he walks away from me and toward the old woman. “Now, Ruthann,” he says, “how many times do I have to tell you?”


  She tightens the belt of her trench coat. “Halíksa’i, you can’t tell me what I can’t do.”


  “This property isn’t zoned commercial,” the policeman says.


  “I don’t see anyone selling anything.”


  He flips up his sunglasses. “What’s under your coat?”


  She turns to me. “That’s sexual harassment, don’t you think?”


  The officer seems to notice me for the first time. “Who are you? A customer?”


  “No, I’m just moving in.”


  “Here?”


  “I think so,” I explain. “I was looking for my key.”


  The policeman pinches the bridge of his nose. “Ruthie, get yourself a table at one of those Indian flea markets, okay? Don’t make me come back here.” He gets back into his car and zooms down the block again.


  The old woman sighs and trudges up to the front door that I’ve been knocking on. “Hold your horses,” she says, “I’ll get your key.”


  “You live here?”


  She doesn’t answer, just unlocks the door and walks in. Even from this distance, the house smells like sugar burning. “Well?” she calls after a minute. “Come on.”


  I get Sophie and Greta out of my car, and tell the dog to wait on the stoop. As Sophie and I step inside, Ruthann takes off her trench coat and spreads it over the back of a futon, the heads of the Barbies inside poking out like gophers. Nearly everywhere I look, there is some box of junk or a tin of beads and feathers; glue guns lay like discarded murder weapons on the floor. “I know it’s here somewhere,” she says, rummaging in a drawer full of twigs and pencils.


  Behind me, Sophie slides one of the dolls out of its resting place in the coat. “Mommy, look,” she whispers.


  This Barbie doll has a miniature pint of chocolate ice cream in one arm and a Sleepless in Seattle video in the other. She wears sweatpants, fuzzy slippers, and has a gun strapped to her hip. A tag around her neck reads PMS Barbie.


  It makes me laugh out loud. I reach into the trench coat and pull out another doll, Reality TV Barbie. She is wearing a jog bra and wedding veil and is holding a map of the Amazon. She has a half-eaten sheep’s eye in her mouth, a fistful of dollars in her back pocket, and a Nike contract tucked into her athletic sock.


  “These are very funny,” I say.


  “I call them Black Market Barbies. Dolls for girls who don’t want to stop playing yet.” The old woman crosses the room and holds out her hand. “I’m Ruthann Masáwistiwa, owner and CEO of Second Wind, specializing in possession reincarnation.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Finding homes for what other folks don’t want. I’m one big portable Indian pawnshop.” She shrugs. “Your old toaster might be someone else’s in-box at work. Your cowboy boot could have a whole next life as a planter for geraniums.”


  “What about the dolls?”


  “Another rebirth,” she says proudly. “I make them, down to every last accessory. Even the Prozac prescription bottle for Mid-Life Crisis Barbie. I wanted to carve katsina dolls, but only Hopi men can do that—women are supposed to carve with their wombs, if you get my drift. Then again, I don’t like being told what not to do.”


  I shake my head, trying to follow this conversation. “Katsina... ?”


  “They’re spirits, to the Hopi. There are hundreds of different ones—male, female, plants, animals, insects—you name it. They used to visit in person, but now they come as clouds, or up through the earth, for ceremonies that bring rain and snow to the crops, and blessings. Katsina dolls are carved out of cottonwood, to give to children at these dances so they can learn the religion, but nowadays they’re also a hot-ticket item for collectors.” Ruthann picks up one of her Barbies. “Don’t know if this’ll have the same staying power, but I’m trying.” She reaches onto a shelf and pulls down a Kelly doll, Barbie’s little sister, which she offers to Sophie. “Bet you’d like this,” she says.


  Sophie immediately sits down on the floor and begins to pull off Kelly’s elastic clothes. “I have a Kelly at home.”


  “Ah. And where’s that?”


  “Next door,” I interrupt. I am not ready to tell this woman our story yet. I don’t know that I’ll ever be ready.


  Ruthann squats down beside Sophie and pretends to pull out of her ear a long, red shoelace. It reminds me so much of my father, doing his magic tricks at the senior center, that tears line the column of my throat. “Well,” Ruthann says. “Will you look at that.”


  At the end of the shoelace is a key. Ruthann cups her hands around Sophie’s tiny face. “You come play with my dolls whenever you want, Siwa.” Then she gets to her feet slowly and presses the key into my palm. “Don’t lose it,” she warns.


  I nod. I think of all the ways I might interpret those words.


  ***


  It takes two people to make a lie work: the person who tells it, and the one who believes it. The first lie my father must have told was to me—that my mother had died in a car crash. But why didn’t I ask, when I was old enough, to visit her grave? Why didn’t I question the fact that I had no maternal grandparents or uncles or cousins who ever visited? Why didn’t I ever look for my mother’s jewelry, her old clothes, her high school yearbook?


  There were times when Eric was drinking that he’d come home, too careful in his movements to not be intoxicated. But instead of calling him on his bad judgment, I’d pretend everything was fine, just like he was doing. You can invent any fiction and call it a life; I thought that if I did it often enough, I might start to believe it.


  Sometimes, when you don’t ask questions, it’s not because you are afraid that someone will lie to your face.


  It’s because you’re afraid they’ll tell you the truth.


  ***


  There are bonuses to this trailer: you can walk the entire length of it, four times, in a single breath. You can stand in the kitchen and see into the bedroom. The kitchen table cleverly converts into an extra bed. To Sophie’s delight, the entire interior is painted Pepto-Bismol pink, down to the toilet seat.


  There’s a phone book.


  There are seventy-seven listings for “Matthews” in the Greater Phoenix Region. Thirty-four live in Scottsdale. Just as the operator told me, there’s no Elise Matthews, no E. Matthews, nothing that I could trace to my mother. It is entirely possible that she’s become a different person, too.


  The previous occupant, in a fit of mercy, has left behind an oscillating fan. I set it up in the bedroom, pointing directly at Sophie and Greta, who have curled up on top of the double mattress. Then I step outside and sit on the stoop. It is still blistering hot, although the sun has nearly set. The sky seems wider here, stretched like cellophane, and the stars are starting to come out. I am convinced they are a puzzle. If I stare at them hard enough, they’ll move of their own accord; they will link their sharp arms and spell out all the answers.


  We say it all the time—how we’d give up anything for someone we love—but I wonder, when push comes to shove, who’d truly step up to the line. Would Eric jump in front of a bullet to save me? Would I do it for Eric? What if it meant I’d die, or be paralyzed forever? What if it meant that I could never go back, that my existence would be divided from that point on into before and after?


  The only person I can honestly say I’d save without a second thought is Sophie, simply because in the accounting scheme of my heart, her life means more than mine.


  Had my father felt that way, too?


  I take out my cell phone and dial Fitz, but his voice mail picks up. I dial Eric, and he answers. “Where are you?” I ask.


  “Looking at the most amazing view,” Eric says, as an unfamiliar car pulls in front of me. Eric leans out the window, still holding the phone to his ear. “Want to hang up now?” he asks, and he smiles.


  He gets out of the car, and I fall into his arms, the first place all day that feels familiar. “How’s Soph?” he asks.


  “Sleeping already.” I follow him as he starts into the trailer to find her. “Did you see him?”


  Eric doesn’t have to ask who I’m talking about. “I tried. But the Madison Street Jail won’t let me in without a Bar card.”


  “What’s that?”


  “A little piece of paper that doesn’t exist in New Hampshire, which says I’m in good standing with the state Bar association.” Eric stops dead in the entryway, staring at the pink couch and the cotton candy wallpaper. “Jesus Christ, we’re living inside a Hubba Bubba bubble.”


  “I was thinking more like the Barbie Winnebago,” I say. “What about me?”


  “What about you?”


  “Would they let me in to see him?”


  On Eric’s face, I see a play of responses: his reluctance to let go of me, now that we’re both here; his fear of what I might find; his understanding that I need my father, right now, more than I need him. “Yes,” he says. “I think they would.”


  ***


  I don’t know why it’s called “getting lost.” Even when you turn down the wrong street, when you find yourself at the dead end of a chain-link fence or a road that turns to sand, you are somewhere. It just isn’t where you expected to be.


  Twice, I pass exits on the highway for Downtown Phoenix and have to turn around. Three times, I stop at a gas station to ask for directions. How hard can it be to find a jail?


  When I finally arrive, I am surprised by how ordinary it is on the inside: the serviceable tile and banks of plastic chairs. This could be any state agency. I wonder if there are visiting hours I should have called for in advance. But there are other people in the lobby area—lanky black boys wearing baggy pants, Native women with tears still drying on their cheeks, an old man in a wheelchair with a toddler riding on his lap. I follow the lead of everyone else, taking a form from a stack on a table. They are simple questions, or would be for anyone not in my situation: name, address, DOB; relationship to the inmate; inmate’s name. I take a pen out of my pocket and start to fill it out. Delia Hopkins, I write, and on second thought, cross it out. Bethany Matthews.


  After I finish, I stand in line, trying to pretend it is any other familiar queue: the line at the grocery store; the line of parents waiting in their cars to pick up children after school; the wait to sit on the lap of a mall Santa Claus. When it is my turn, the officer looks at me. “First time?”


  I nod. Is it that obvious?


  “I need your ID, too.” He does a double-take at my New Hampshire license, but enters the information into his computer. “Well,” he says after a moment of watching the screen, “you’re clear.”


  “Of what?”


  “Outstanding warrants for arrest.” He hands me a visitation pass. “You want to head to that door on the left.”


  I am told to pick any free locker behind me and put all my personal belongings inside. Then comes a metal detector and an elevator ride, and when the doors open, I realize where they have been hiding this jail. It is large and gray, intimidating. There are echoes: steel striking steel; a man screaming; an intercom. An inmate holding a washcloth up to his eye walks by in the company of two officers, who step into the elevator we vacate. More officers sit inside a glass booth, monitoring our progress as we are led to the visiting room.


  Inside are four booths, each divided by a line of reinforced glass, a telephone intercom on each side. Round metal stools are bolted to the floor, evenly spaced like the spruces at a Christmas tree farm. There are other people waiting here, too: a woman in a burka, a teenager with an angry scar across his cheek, and a Hispanic man whispering a rosary.


  My father is the last prisoner to be brought in. He is wearing striped scrubs, just like you’d see in a cartoon, and for the first time this becomes real to me. He is not going to step forward and pull off the costume, tell me this has all been a bad dream; it is really happening; it is now my life. My hand comes up to my mouth, and I know he can’t hear me draw in my breath like I’m drowning, but he touches the glass between us all the same, as if it might still be that simple to reach me.


  He picks up the phone and mimes for me to do the same. “Delia,” he says, his voice hammered thin. “Delia, baby, I’m sorry.”


  I’ve told myself that I won’t cry, but before I know it, I’m doubled over on the tiny stool, sobbing so hard that my chest hurts. I want him to reach through the glass like the magician I used to think he was and tell me this is all just a misunderstanding. I want to believe whatever it is he has to say.


  “Don’t cry,” he begs.


  I wipe my eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “You were too little, at first. And then, when you were older, I was too selfish.” He hesitates. “You used to look at me like I was a hero. And I didn’t think I could stand it if you stopped looking at me like that.”


  I lean closer to the wall between us. “Then tell me now,” I insist. “Tell me the truth.”


  Suddenly I remember being very small, and dumping all the pairs of tights I owned on my father’s bed, a twisted ball of cabled blue and white snakes. I hate wearing these, I said to him. They always wind up bunched at my knees, and make it so that at recess, I can’t run.


  I thought he would protest, and tell me that I’d wear whatever was in my drawers and that was that. But instead he started to laugh. You can’t run? Well, we can’t have that, can we?


  “We named you Bethany. You were so small when you were born—tinier even than a loaf of bread. I used a filing cabinet as a crib for you, when I took you to work with me.” He looks up at me. “I used to be a pharmacist.”


  A pharmacist? I scramble back over my memory, trying to find red flags I missed the first time around: my father’s quick knowledge of the dosage of Baby Tylenol for Sophie’s weight; his frustration when I couldn’t understand high school chemistry. Why didn’t he practice in New Hampshire, I wonder... and then I answer my own question: because he was licensed under another name, someone who disappeared off the face of the earth.


  If you call yourself something different, does it change the person you are inside? “Who were you?”


  “Charles,” he says. “Charles Edward Matthews.”


  “Three first names.”


  He startles. “That’s exactly what your mother said when we met.”


  I draw in my breath when he mentions her. “What was her real name?”


  “Elise. I didn’t lie to you about that.”


  “No,” I say. “Except instead of telling me you got divorced, you said she was dead.”


  Let me tell you what happens when you cook down the syrup of loss over the open fire of sorrow: It solidifies into something else. Not grief, like you’d expect, or even regret. No, it gets thick as paste, black as ash; yet it isn’t until you dip a finger in and feel that sharp taste dissolving on your tongue that you realize this is anger in its purest form, unrefined; a substance to be weighed and measured and spread.


  I had come here, or so I thought, to make sure my father was all right, to show him that I was all right, too. I had come here to tell him that in spite of what the police had to say, in spite of what happened in court, I was not going to forget the childhood he’d given me. But suddenly, the scales don’t balance, and those twenty-eight years I thought I knew are outweighed by the four I never had the chance to. “Why?” I ask, the word clenched between my teeth. “Why did you do it?”


  My father shakes his head. “I didn’t want you to get hurt. Not then, Delia... and not now—”


  “Don’t call me that!” I am so loud that in the booth beside us, a woman turns around.


  “I didn’t have a choice.”


  My heart is pounding, and I cannot stop. “You had a choice. You had a thousand choices. To leave or not to leave. To take me with you, or not. To tell me the truth when I was five years old, or ten, or twenty. I was the one without the choice, Dad.”


  I hurry out of the visiting room, so that he can feel what it’s like to be the one left behind.


  ***


  By the time I get back to the pink trailer, everyone’s asleep. Sophie is on the couch, curled like a question mark around Greta, who opens one eye and thumps her tail at the sight of me. I kneel down and touch Sophie’s brow; she’s sweating.


  A month after she was born, I bundled her up in her winter snowsuit in preparation for a trip to the grocery store, and buckled her into the infant carrier that snaps into a car seat. I left the carrier on top of the kitchen table while I put on my own coat and boots. I was halfway to the grocery store, driving on the highway, when my cell phone rang. It was my father calling. “Missing something?” he asked. When I glanced in the rearview mirror, I realized that I’d never taken Sophie, in her infant carrier, out to the car. I’d left her on the kitchen table, strapped into the little half-moon seat.


  I couldn’t believe I’d left behind my own infant. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t felt off balance, as if I were missing an arm or a leg, since she was just as critical a part of me. Mortified, I told my father I’d come straight home. “Just go to the store,” he’d said, laughing. “She’s safe with me.”


  Broad hands slide under the front of my T-shirt, and I twist around to find Eric, still warm with sleep. He pulls me into the bedroom at the end of the trailer and closes the door. “Did you see him?” he whispers.


  I nod.


  “So?”


  “I had to talk to him through a glass booth... and he’s wearing black-and-white stripes like some kind of... some kind of...”


  “Criminal?” Eric says softly, and that’s all it takes for me to start to cry again. He wraps his arms around me, lowering me onto the bed.


  “He’s in there because of me,” I say. “And I don’t even really know who that is anymore.”


  Eric’s body moves behind mine, one leg sliding warm between my own. He settles over me like fog, tracing the seam of me with his tongue. “I do,” he says.


  ***


  In my dream, I’ve been hiding. The kitchen floor glitters; it is covered with diamonds that I know are broken glass. There are shattered plates on the floor; the cabinets are wide open, with no mugs or dishes left inside.


  There’s yelling, almost as loud as the sound of glass breaking.


  I can hear it, even after my hands are pressed tight over my ears. It sounds like the inside of a drum, like the dragon that’s really my breathing, like the hard knot of tears in my throat that keeps me from swallowing.


  ***


  I am aware, first, of the sun rising underneath the covers. Then comes the breath, heavy and wet as sand at the bottom of the sea. I sit up in an instant and throw back the sheet to find Sophie huddled in a small knot, raging with a fever.


  I call for Eric, but he’s gone; he has left me a note with the number of his friend’s law offices. I can nearly hear my daughter’s blood boiling. I ransack my luggage for a thermometer or aspirin or anything that might help, and when I come up empty-handed I carry her into the pink bathroom and stand in the tepid shower with her in my arms.


  Sophie rolls her flushed face toward me, her eyes blind and blue. “There’s a monster in the potty,” she says.


  I glance into the toilet, where a small dark feather is floating. I flush it, twice. “There,” I say. “Gone.” But by now, Sophie’s head lolls back; she is out cold.


  In the bathroom there are no towels; I wrap Sophie in the shirt Eric discarded when he came home yesterday. Her teeth are chattering, her forehead blazes. She whimpers as I try to swaddle her tightly, and then hurry out the front door.


  It is only eight in the morning, but I kick at Ruthann Masáwistiwa’s door, still holding Sophie in my arms. “Please,” I beg, when she opens it. “I need to find a hospital.”


  She takes one look at Sophie. “Follow me,” she says, but instead of heading for my car, she walks into our trailer. She leans out the window that I opened last night for the fresh air, the one just over the couch where Sophie was sleeping. Ruthann’s knotty hands run along the seam of the sash, searching the outside edges. “Got it,” she says, and she plucks from the windowsill a brown feather that looks like the one I flushed down the toilet.


  Ruthann holds the feather outside. When she lets go, it winnows up in a draft of wind and is carried away. “Pahos,” she says, and then she points to the paloverde bush in her front yard, a few feet away from the open window, where hundreds of feathers are still tied to the branches. “They’re prayer feathers. I make them to hold all the bad from last year. They’re supposed to blow away in the winter, and the evil with them. I hang them up in the tree so that no one gets poisoned by coming close, but I guess one made its way to your little girl.”


  I blink at her, incredulous. “You expect me to believe my daughter’s sick because of a... a chicken feather?”


  “It’s a turkey feather,” Ruthann says. “And why would I expect you to believe anything?” She puts the flat of her hand against Sophie’s forehead. Then she gestures for me to do the same.


  Sophie’s skin is cool to the touch; the fire in her cheeks has faded. She is sleeping evenly, one hand unfurled on my chest like a victory flag.


  I swallow hard; place her gently on the bed. “I’m still taking her to the doctor.”


  “Of course you are,” Ruthann says.


  ***


  You think you know the world you are living in. If you can feel it, and touch it, and smell it, and taste it, then it must be so. You tell yourself that you would bet your life on the simple fact that the sky is blue. And then one day someone comes along and informs you emphatically that you’re wrong. Blue, you insist. Blue as the ocean. Blue as a whale. Blue as my daughter’s eyes. But that person shakes his head, and everyone else backs him up. You poor girl, they say. All of those things—the ocean, the whale, her eyes—they’re green. You’ve gotten them mixed up. You’ve had it wrong all along.


  ***


  Two pediatricians, a neurologist, and three blood vials later Sophie is pronounced healthier than a mustang, whatever that means. One of the doctors, a woman with her hair pulled back so tight in a bun that it draws her eyes out at the edges, sits me down out of Sophie’s range of hearing. “Has there been any trouble at home?” she asks. “Kids this age sometimes do things for attention.”


  But this was no sore throat or stomachache; you cannot fake the kind of sick that comes from so deep inside. “Sophie’s not like that,” I explain, affronted. “I think I know my own daughter.”


  The doctor shrugs, as if she has heard all this before.


  I drive toward our house gingerly, reversing Ruthann’s directions. In the backseat, Sophie plays with the stickers a nurse has given her. The whole way I second-guess myself: Is this the correct turn? Can I make a right on red? Did I imagine this morning’s episode? Maybe faulty judgment is contagious.


  I realize, as I pull into the trailer park, that I am just about the same age my father was when he took me away.


  I let Greta out for a while, and then take Sophie next door to Ruthann’s. The old woman opens the door picking at her cuticles, which are covered with cauls of dried glue. “Siwa,” she says to Sophie. “You look much better.”


  Sophie vines herself around my left leg.


  “And shyer,” Ruthann adds. She frowns at Sophie’s face. “Open up,” she says, tapping her on the chin, and when Sophie does, Ruthann plucks a tiny pair of pink plastic sandals off her tongue, followed by strappy yellow heels, and finally a set of spa slippers. “No wonder you were feeling sick,” she says, as Sophie’s eyes go wide. “Choking on all those old soles. Go on inside and see if you can find out which Barbies these belong to.”


  When Sophie is gone, I look at Ruthann. “You know, I don’t believe in magic.”


  “Me neither,” she admits. “You never do, when you know how to do the tricks.”


  I follow her into the trailer. “What about this morning, then?”


  She shrugs. “A lucky guess. About five years back, there was a pahana—a white lady photographer—staying up near Shongopavi, and she got miserable stomach cramps all of a sudden. Indian Health Service docs couldn’t figure it out, said there was nothing wrong with her. Turns out she’d taken some pahos that were lying around and tucked them in the brim of her straw hat. Soon as she brought the feathers back to where she’d found them, all the belly pain went away.”


  I look over my shoulder, to the nearby tree where the other feathers still wait for the breeze. “It could happen again.”


  Ruthann glances up at the tree. “Tomorrow the wind will blow a different way. Sooner or later, they’ll all disappear anyway.”


  I watch a light gust stir the feathers. “Then what?”


  “Then we do what we do best,” Ruthann says. “Start over from scratch.”


  Andrew


  The intake area of the Madison Street Jail in Phoenix is called the Horseshoe, something I remember from the last time I was there. Not much has changed since 1976—the cinder-block walls are still cold against my shoulder blades when I lean back against them; the mug shot area is tucked into a small alcove beside the pre-intake booth; the smell of industrial cleaner seeps through the air every time a detention officer opens the door to lead another man inside.


  There’s a line to get into jail. In the crowded pre-intake area two dozen local cops stand with their charges, rearranging themselves like some kind of cog puzzle every time a new entrant arrives. One man is bleeding from a cut above the eye; every now and then he lifts his cuffed hands to wipe it off on his wrist. Another is passed out in a chair. A prostitute standing at the mug shot background asks if she can turn the other way, because it’s her better side.


  I watch the freak show for about a half hour, and then I’m led behind a cubicle to the medical assistant. She’s an overweight woman wearing scrubs printed with teddy bears, and she wraps a blood pressure cuff around my upper arm. The band tightens, and I imagine for a moment it is my neck, that at any moment the air will cut off and this will all be over.


  “You on any medications?” she asks. “When was the last time you saw a doctor? Have you had any alcohol in the past twenty-four hours? Are you feeling suicidal?”


  Right now I don’t feel much of anything. As if I have developed the thick, scaly skin that this desert environment requires. As if you could prick me with a needle, a knife, a spear, and my body would not remember how to bleed.


  I don’t tell her this, though, and the nurse rips the blood pressure cuff off my arm. “It’s about time we got a quiet one,” she says to the deputy, and hands me back.


  Other people are staring at me. Unlike them, arrested off the street and still wearing their sweatshirts and jeans and miniskirts, I came from a different jail. I’m wearing a jumpsuit the color of a hazard sign. I have no property in my pockets; it is already in a bag being carried by the deputy.


  They are looking at me and thinking, He has done something worse.


  The door opens, and a detention officer calls my name. He is wearing khaki cargo pants and a SWAT vest, as if he is in the middle of a war zone, which I suppose he is. The deputy drags me through the crowd. “Have fun,” he says, turning me over to the custody of the county.


  The Horseshoe reverberates with noise. There are DOs yelling to each other or into the mikes at their shoulders; doors ringing as they are slammed and locked; drunks crying out to friends they’ve hallucinated into existence. And then there is the bass line: the steady squelch of a working inmate’s shoes on the floor as he mops; the hum of an air-exchange fan; the Christmas jingle of chains as a line of men are shuffled down the hallway. “Congratulations,” the officer says to me. “You’re the two hundredth customer today.”


  It is only one o’clock in the afternoon.


  “That entitles you to a door prize. Instead of a pat down, you get a strip search.” He leads me into a room to the left of a metal plate that is bolted to the wall and tells me to undress. I turn my back, which is all the privacy I’m allowed. Through the window I see a female guard watching absently.


  One of my seniors, a woman who died five years ago, had been a Holocaust survivor. She had seen her sister’s head shot off in front of her face; she had seen boys from her own village join the SS and send girls they had once flirted with to the gas chambers. She had been pregnant when she arrived at Dachau, and had hid the truth from the officers and eventually aborted the fetus herself, because she knew she was too weak to carry to term. When Mrs. Weiss told me about burying her baby under rocks, her voice was flat and empty. I understood then that to add hate or pain or regret or any emotion at all was simply impossible. Under that strain, she would break.


  So when the officer tells me to open my mouth, raise my arms, bend down and spread my legs wide, I go somewhere else. To the center of the sky, to the sinking clay bottom of a summer lake. When he asks me to stand up and lift up my scrotum, I do not even feel myself follow his instructions. These are someone else’s hands, someone else’s orders, someone else’s pathetic life.


  “All right,” he says. “Get back into your clothes.” He opens a door farther down the hallway. Marked with a “3,” it is about half full. “Hey, dude,” one of the men inside says to the DO. “You gonna take care of this?” He points to a slick of vomit beneath the pay phone, and a man who’s passed out face first in the puddle.


  “Yeah, I’ll get right on that,” the detention officer says, an inflection to his voice that suggests it is the lowest item on his list of priorities.


  Men sit on a bench along one wall, men lie on the floor, and one kid is singing “A Hundred Bottles of Beer on the Wall.” It’s like fingernails on a chalkboard. “Shut the fuck up,” says a black man, and he throws an orange at the boy.


  There are phones. I look across the tiny tank, and wonder how we are supposed to use them, since all of our belongings and cash have been taken away. A Mexican teenager with a tear tattooed below his eye sees me looking. “Don’t think about it, Pops,” he says. “It costs, like, five dollars a minute.”


  “Thanks for the advice.” I step over the unconscious drunk. My shoe slips on the filth, and I have to grab onto the edge of the phone to right myself. There is a single word scratched into the metal receiver: “WHY.” It seems as good a question as any.


  I give the operator my home phone number for the collect call, but you don’t answer.


  The door to the tank opens again and a female DO screams a series of names: “DEJESUS! ROBINET! VALENTE! HOPKINS!” We file to the door, the lucky ones. Individually we are brought up to a counter to sign a release form cataloging all the possessions that used to be ours. I am asked to press a thumbprint onto the back of two colored cards. There is an empty space beside it; I realize that I will do the same on the day I leave. After three months or eight months or ten years in this system turn me into a different person, they will be sure they are releasing the right man.


  ***


  A young girl whose hair smells like autumn is the one in charge of finger-printing us. It is done on a machine and sent automatically to the FBI and the State of Arizona’s main databank. There, it will magically connect to any other times you’ve been in trouble with the law.


  Sophie’s school recently had a Child Safety Day. They took pictures of the kids and mounted them on Safety Passports. They had the local police set up to roll the fingerprints of each boy and girl. This was all so that they would have a protocol in place if the child was ever abducted.


  I helped out that day. I sat next to an officer of the Wexton PD and we made jokes about how the mothers were coming out in droves to the gymnasium at the elementary school not because they were concerned with safety, but because they had cabin fever after three days of steady snow. Child after child, I held those impossibly tiny fingers between my own, small and fleshy as peas, and rolled them across the ink pad. “Jeez,” the officer had said, when I got good at it. “Why haven’t we hired you?”


  Now, as I am standing in the Madison Street Jail rolling my own fingers across a blank screen, the technician seems surprised that I know how to do it myself. “A pro,” she says, and I glance up at her. I wonder if she knows that the same treatment is given to the kidnappers as the kidnapped.


  ***


  From Tank Six I can see the boy in the suicide chair. A young kid with hair that covers his face, he whispers rap lyrics to himself and curls his hands into fists to pull at the restraints every now and then.


  The Mexican boy who advised me not to use the phone is here, too, now. He lifts up his hands when the door opens and the DO tosses a haul of plastic bags into the air, catching two of them before they land on the floor. “Ladmo,” he says, sitting back down.


  “Andrew Hopkins.”


  This breaks up several of the men in the cell. “It isn’t my name,” the boy says. “It’s the lunch.”


  I take the cellophane sack from his hand and look through the contents: six slices of white bread. Two pieces of cheese. Two rounds of questionable bologna. An orange. A cookie. A juice container. Just like what you and I pack Sophie for snack at school.


  “Why does the lunch have a name?” I ask.


  He shrugs. “Used to be a TV program for kids, the Wallace and Ladmo Show. They gave out goodie packs called Ladmo Bags. Guess Sheriff Jack thought it was funny.”


  Across the cell, a big man shakes his head. “Ain’t funny to make us pay a dollar a day for this shit.”


  The Mexican sticks a long thumbnail in his orange and begins to peel it, one continuous stripe. “That’s something else Sheriff Jack thinks is funny,” he says. “Once you’re inside, you got to pay for your food.”


  “Hey.” A Native American man who has been asleep in the corner rubs his eyes and crawls forward to snatch a Ladmo. “What kind of animal has an asshole in the middle of its back?”


  “Sheriff Jack’s horse,” grumbles the big man. “If you’re gonna tell a joke, at least tell one we haven’t all heard a thousand times.”


  The Native American’s eyes harden. “Ain’t my fault you pop in and out of here like some skinny dick in your mama.”


  The big man stands up, his lunch tumbling to the floor. Ten square feet is a small space, but it shrinks even further when fear sucks out all the spare air. I press myself up against the wall as the big man grabs the Native American by the neck and hurls him forward in one smooth move, so that his head smashes through the plate glass.


  By the time the DOs arrive, the Native American is lying in a crumpled heap on the bottom of the cell, with blood trickling down his collar, and the big man is eating his lunch. “Well, shoot,” the officer says. “That was one of the stronger windows.”


  When the big man gets thrown across the hallway into one of the isolation cells, the boy in the suicide chair doesn’t even react. The Native American is hauled off for medical attention. The Mexican leans down and grabs the two abandoned lunch sacks. “The orange is mine,” he says.


  ***


  We are told to shower, but no one does, and I am not about to stand out any more than I already do. Instead I follow the others as they strip down, each man putting his clothing into a plastic bag. In return, we are given orange flip-flops, black-and-white convict-striped shirts and pants, hot pink boxers, a hot pink thermal tee, and hot pink socks. Another of Sheriff Jack’s policies, I am told; the pink keeps inmates from stealing the underwear when they’re released. It is not until one of the other men turns his back that I see the writing: SHERIFF’S INMATE. UNSENTENCED.


  It feels like pajamas. Loose and unstructured, an elastic around my waist. As if, at any given moment, I just might wake up.


  We are the ones who have been remanded into the custody of the Maricopa County Sheriff’s Office, the ones who have not been released on bail. There is a courtroom right in the curve of the Horseshoe, one that meets several times a day.


  When it was my turn, I told the initial appearance judge that I wanted to wait for my lawyer. “That’s nice, Mr. Hopkins,” he said. “I’d like to wait for my pension, too, but we can’t always get what we want.”


  My hearing took less than thirty seconds.


  T-3 is the cell where we wait to be given our placement in the jail system. The man beside me has taken off his sandals and sits in a lotus position, chanting. Now that we’re dressed alike, we are all reduced to the same bottom line. There is nothing to differentiate the guy who shoplifted an electric razor from the one who slashed a gang member’s throat with a straight edge. We cannot tell one another apart, and this is both a blessing and a curse.


  ***


  Freedom smells of spores and ragweed and dust and heat and suntan oil and car exhaust. Of hot, buttered daffodils and worms hiding under the soil. Of everything that’s outside, when you are in here.


  ***


  Two detention officers escort me upstairs to the second floor of the Madison Street Jail, the maximum security pod. The elevator opens up into a central control area. I am strip-searched again, and then given a toothbrush the size of my pinky finger, toothpaste, toilet paper, golf pencils, erasers, a comb, and soap. I’m handed a towel, blanket, mattress, and sheet.


  The house consists of four pods—cages, each with fifteen cells inside. A central guard booth looms in the middle of the space, communicating by intercom. In each cage, a handful of men sit downstairs at tables, playing cards or eating or watching TV.


  After my paperwork is transferred, the officer on the floor opens the door to the cage. “You’re in the middle cell up there,” she says. Immediately I can feel everyone’s attention settling on me like a rash.


  “Fresh meat,” says one man, with a barbed-wire tattoo on his neck.


  “Fish,” says another, and he purses his lips.


  I walk past them, pretending I’m deaf. In my cell, I put my supplies on the top bunk. I can almost stretch out my arms and touch both walls.


  I lie down on the mattress, which is wafer-thin and stained. Now that I’m alone, all the fear that’s been building up inside me during the intake process—all the panic I’ve been pushing out of my mind and covering with utter silence—presses down on my chest so hard I cannot breathe. My heart is thundering: I am sixty years old and in jail. I am the easiest target.


  When I took you, I knew this was always a possibility. But risk always looks different when you are beating the system than when you’ve been beaten.


  A man walks into the cell. Tall and beefy, he has devil horns tattooed on his head and is carrying a Bible. “Who the fuck are you?” he asks. “I’m off at church and they stick someone in my cell? Fuck that.” He shoves the Bible under the mattress on the bottom bunk, then comes onto the landing and yells for the DO. “What’s with Grandpa?”


  “There’s nowhere else to put him, Sticks. Deal with it.”


  The man smashes his fist against the steel door. “Get out,” he orders.


  I take a deep breath. “I’m staying.”


  Sticks—is that really a name?—comes toe to toe with me. “What are you, a punk?”


  A punk, as I remember it, is a guy who rolls cigarettes up in his T-shirt sleeve and tries to act like James Dean. “Okay,” I say. “Sure. Whatever. I’m a punk. You’re a punk. We’re all punks.”


  When he looks at me, incredulous, and then turns on his heel and leaves, a sweet shock unravels inside me. Could it really be that easy? If I refuse to play the game, will I be left alone?


  Hopkins.


  My name is piped in through the intercom system, and I come to the front of the cell and peer at the DO who is speaking into the microphone in the central booth.


  You’ve got a visitor.


  ***


  I am expecting Eric, and instead, I find you.


  I don’t know how you’ve gotten to Arizona this fast. I don’t know what you’ve done with Sophie while you’re here. I don’t know how you’ve made it past all these steel walls and locks and lies.


  You’re staring at me with every step, and at first I’m embarrassed—that you should see me like this, wearing convict stripes and stripped down to the very marrow of my faults. I’m too ashamed, at first, to even meet your gaze, but when I do, I’m even more ashamed. I bet you don’t realize it, but there’s still hope in your eyes. After all this, you still trust me to explain why your whole life has been upended. I am responsible for putting that trust there in the first place; I did not earn it as much as demand it by default.


  How am I supposed to make you understand that in order to give you the life I thought you deserved to live, I had to take away the life you knew?


  When you were little, and I had to count the minutes that I was allowed to see you, I wanted to give you the world. So I’d pick you up in my car and we’d drive across the desert with the windows rolled down. When we got far enough away, I’d turn to you and ask: Where would you go, if you could go anywhere? And you’d give me the answers of a little girl: To the moon. To Candyland. To London Bridge. I’d rev up the engine and nod, as if any of these destinations were possible. I think we both knew we’d never get there, but that hardly seemed to matter, as long as we were driving around looking for them. There were no car seats in those days; there were no seat belt laws, but you trusted me to keep you safe. You trusted me to take you somewhere wonderful.


  You are on the other side of the glass booth, and you are sobbing. I pick up the phone, hoping you’ll do the same. “Delia, baby,” I say. “Don’t cry.”


  You lift up the bottom of your shirt to wipe your eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  Well. There are a thousand reasons for that, some of which are truths I’m still not able to share with you, and never will be. But mostly, it was because I knew firsthand what it was like to love one person so hard that I’d staked my life on her, only to realize that somewhere along the line, she’d unraveled me. And I couldn’t stand knowing that you might one day feel about me the way I had come to feel about your mother.


  You ask me for your name, mine, my old profession. I hand these details to you like the bargaining chips a crisis negotiator would use to keep someone on the edge from jumping, except the life at stake here is the one we’ve carved out together. I watch your face for clues, but you do not look me in the eye.


  When I forced myself to picture this moment in the origami folds of the night, I’d run through multiple scenarios: the police coming to the senior center; my credit card being denied at a gas station because it set off a red flag; Elise showing up on our doorstep. In each of them, I always pictured you holding fast to my hand, unable or unwilling to let anything come between us.


  This is why, maybe, I’m caught off guard when you get angry. I don’t know why I’ve always assumed that since I was the one to take you, I would also be the one who decided when to let go.


  I didn’t have a choice, I say, but my words curl under at the ends, like a beaten dog’s tail.


  “You had a choice,” you answer, but it’s what you don’t say that slices through me like a clean blade: And you made the wrong one.


  For a long time, after we ran away, we both had nightmares. Mine involved you holding your mother’s hand, stepping off the curb into a wall of oncoming traffic. I’d lurch forward to push you out of the way, only to discover that I’d been watching from behind a glass wall. I’d listen to the scream of brakes and your high cries, knowing I could not reach you.


  When you leave the visiting area, I drop the phone and press my hands to the glass. I bang on it, but you can’t hear me.


  Your nightmares used to be about getting left behind. You’d rip the seam of sleep wide open and wake up, damp and sobbing. I’d rub your back until you fell asleep again. Nightmares don’t come true, I’d soothe.


  As it turns out, I was lying about that, too.


  ***


  Instead of going back to my cell, I wander around the pod. There is a communal area where some of the inmates are playing cards or watching television. The toilet facilities are in the cells, but there is a room with showers off in the rear corner. It’s empty now, and that’s enough reason for me to duck inside.


  In the aftermath of your visit, I am moving slowly, as if I’m swimming underwater. I had hoped to see you because I am selfish, but now I wish you hadn’t come. It’s only made me more sure of what I told Eric before I was extradited from New Hampshire: I am no longer a source of protection for you, but a source of pain. I heard as much, minutes ago, in the cramped breaths you took between sentences. For the first time in your life you wondered if you’d have been better off without me.


  I gave up my life once trying to do what’s best for you. Tomorrow, in front of a judge, I’ll do it again.


  I am leaning my forehead against the cool tile of the shower area when a shadow falls behind me. Sticks is there, surrounded by a brace of men as large as he is, their tattooed arms folded and their bodies blocking the exit.


  “I’m no punk,” Sticks says.


  The next thing I know I am splayed on the floor, my head ringing from a blow. There is an impossible weight on my legs, and I can feel my pants being ripped down. I try to curl up into a ball, but he starts hitting at my face and my gut. I try to yell for help. As his hands lock onto my legs I start kicking anywhere, anything, because I am not going to let this happen. I am not.


  I start sewing together all the fury I’ve been gathering together since the moment the police took me out of my kitchen in Wexton days ago. I let loose the panic I’ve stored for twenty-eight years, about being found out. So when his arm anchors me at the waist, when his hips are parenthetical to mine, I reach out for the bar of soap on the shower floor. I twist; shove it into his grinning mouth.


  He lets go of me immediately and I roll to the side, dry heaving and grabbing at my clothes. I can’t think of you in here; I can’t think of anything but me. And I won’t be left alone, not even if I try to fade into the background. Everyone else will just pick at me until they see what color I bleed.


  That’s all I can hold in my head, before everything goes black.


  ***


  When I fall asleep in jail, it is never dark, and I am never tired. So I find myself imagining what got me in here in the first place, twisting it into a Mobius strip in my mind.


  I don’t count sheep; I count days.


  I don’t pray; I barter with God.


  I make a list of the things I’ve taken for granted, because I always thought I would have access to them:


  Meat that requires a knife. Pens. Caffeinated coffee.


  A child’s belly laugh. A butterfly’s tango.


  Paperwork.


  Pitch dark. Snow clouds.


  Utter quiet.


  You.


  ***


  I open one eye, the only one that works, and find myself staring at a short, muscular black man who is picking through a collection of food. It is nearly dark, and the door to the cell is locked. He takes an orange and slips it under his mattress.


  I try to sit up, but feel like I’ve been beaten from head to heel. “Who... are you?”


  He turns, as if surprised to discover that I’m alive. “Concise.”


  “That’s your name?”


  “It’s what the ladies call me. Because I may be short, but man am I sweet.” He takes a handful of carrots and eats them. “Hope you weren’t counting on dinner,” he says, pointing to what must have been my tray.


  “What happened to...”


  “Sticks?” Concise grins. “The motherfucker got a D.”


  “A D?”


  “He in disciplinary segregation for a week.”


  “Why didn’t I get one?”


  “Because even the DOs know: You get called a punk, and you either gotta fuck or fight.” He turns a sharp eye on me. “Don’t be gettin’ comfortable. No way are you stayin’ here for good. They didn’t want to mix races at all, but I was all they got open.”


  Right now it would not matter to me if Concise was African American, Hispanic, or Martian. He takes a postcard from the pocket of his striped shirt and sticks it through the bars at the front of the cell. On the door, he has fashioned a mailbox made of plastic spoons. There is even a little flag, colored in with red Magic Marker.


  I wonder whether, if you rot here long enough, you grow a thicker skin. I wonder if prison is any different from this. Once I go to court and enter a guilty plea, that’s where I will be headed—for years. Maybe one for each I stole from you.


  I try to roll over and wince at the fire in my kidneys. “Why are you here?” I ask.


  “Because the damn Ritz was full up,” Concise says. “What kind of fool question is that?”


  “I mean, why are you in jail?”


  “Six months for dealin’. Would have been three, but I already done time before. That’s the thing about a habit. It’s like a pet, man. It don’t go away just because you’re in here. It’s waitin’ to jump all over you the minute you walk back onto the street.”


  From my vantage point on the bottom bunk, I look up and see the steel tray holding the upper mattress. I look at the tack welds and wonder how much weight they can support.


  “Sticks, he one tough cracker, man. He thinks he own this pod.” Concise shakes his head. “We all wonderin’ who the hell you are.”


  I close my eyes and think of all the people I have been in my lifetime: a boy who fell in love with a broken girl a thousand years ago; a father holding a newborn and thinking that nothing could ever make him let her go; a man starving for one more moment with his little girl; a fugitive on the run; a liar; a cheat; a felon. Maybe the habit that is always waiting to jump me on the other side of the fence is revival. Maybe I will do absolutely anything to wipe the slate clean, to start over.


  “Call me Andrew,” I say.


  Eric


  The law offices of Hamilton, Hamilton and Hamilton-Thorpe are located in downtown Phoenix, in a mirrored building that scares the hell out of me when I walk up close and see that ghost of myself coming forward. Chris, the second Hamilton in the name lineup, went to law school with me in Vermont, knowing all along he had a nice cushy job waiting at his father’s firm (the first Hamilton in the name lineup). The newest partner (the hyphenated one) is Chris’s little sister, recently graduated from Harvard Law.


  In order to try a case pro hac vice in a different state, you need a sponsoring local attorney. Actually, it’s similar to AA, where someone older and wiser mentors you in the hopes that you do nothing to embarrass yourself. Chris is a former diver with the face of a choirboy who used to be able to charm professors into extensions without breaking a sweat. When I called and asked him to be my Arizona counsel, he didn’t even hesitate before agreeing.


  “I ought to tell you about the case,” I had said.


  “Who cares?” Chris answered. “It’s an excuse to go out and have a few beers.”


  I didn’t tell him I no longer do that.


  He was in court yesterday when I arrived at the law office in a mad rush, trying to contact the New Hampshire Bar Association. His sister, Serena, graciously ceded me the conference room at Hamilton, Hamilton and Hamilton-Thorpe; a vast expanse of paneled wood and barrister bookcases and brass-studded leather chairs.


  No one is in the office this morning when I let myself in with my newly minted key, but then, it is only 6:45 A.M. After yesterday’s debacle with my nonexistent Bar card, I am determined to read up on Arizona case law before visiting hours begin at the jail.


  I find myself staring at the legalese, all those blocks of type and tiny letters morphing into one another, until all I can make out on a page is the shape of a man holding out his hand, and a little girl reaching to grab it.


  ***


  I was ten years old, and in serious training for the CIA. I had a walkie-talkie, a black-stocking balaclava, a flashlight, and a cheat sheet for Morse code. To practice, I was going to spy on my mother in the living room, although I was supposed to still be outside catching June bugs in old Jif peanut butter jars.


  She was on the phone when I crept in on cat feet and flattened myself behind the couch with my tape recorder. “He’s a son of a bitch is all,” she said. “Well, you know what? She can have him. She can have his pyramid schemes and his big promises and all his Casanova bullshit.”


  I turned on the tape recorder and realized too late that I had hit play, and, worse, that the Halloween screams of a dozen humpback whales were filling the room. My mother jumped and peeked over the back of the couch, narrowing her eyes in a death laser. “Andrea, I have to call you back,” she said.


  A good CIA agent would unspool the tape and eat the evidence, I thought. A good CIA agent would pull a cyanide pill from the folds of his suit and go down as a hero for his mission.


  My mother yanked me up by the ear. “You liar,” she said, those long vowels a boozy breeze across my face. “You’re just like him.” She slapped me so hard across the head that I actually saw stars, and for a minute I was amazed that this could actually happen, that it wasn’t just something you saw in a cartoon. I cowered, hating myself for that, hating her.


  And then, just as suddenly, she was behind the couch with me, her octopus hands smoothing my hair and kissing my face and rocking me. “Baby, I didn’t mean to,” she said. “You forgive me, don’t you? You know I’d never hurt you. You and me, we’re in this together, aren’t we?”


  I stood up and backed away from her. “I got invited next door for dinner,” I said, and a red flare went off in my head. I was a liar.


  “Well, you go then,” she replied, and she smiled her loose smile, the one that she used when she was embarrassed—not to be confused with the bright smile, the one she wore when she was completely lit; or the fake smile, the one that made my stomach feel like a cello strung too tight.


  Outside, the neighborhood was painted like a hand-colored photo; nearly too dark to make out the reds of the peeling shutters or the snowflake blue of the hydrangeas. I headed for Delia’s house but stopped as I came around the corner. Their kitchen window burned buttery as a candle, and inside I could see Delia and her father eating dinner. Fried chicken. Her father had both of the drumsticks in his hands, and he was making them do a can-can across the platter toward Delia.


  I sat down on the lawn. I didn’t really want to interrupt them, I realized. I just wanted to know that somewhere, in a household, this was going on.


  ***


  “Eric, man, if you keep working this hard you’re going to get me disinherited,” Chris laughs, and I jump awake with a start, my heart leaping like a fish pulled through six leagues of sea. I smooth my rumpled tie and rub my hand down my face. There is a crease in my cheek, the result of lying on top of an open book.


  Chris does not look much different from how he did years ago in law school: the same relaxed posture; the same sandy blond hair; the same comfortable expression of a man who knows the world will always go his way. “So, welcome to the family business,” he says. “My sister said she got you settled yesterday. Sorry I couldn’t be the one.”


  “Serena was great,” I reply, clearing my throat. “And the office is terrific.”


  Chris sits down across the table from me. “Must be a pain in the ass having to become fluent overnight in Arizona law.”


  “I didn’t think you had law down here. Isn’t it still ten paces, turn, and draw your weapon?”


  Chris laughs. “Only half the time. You’re forgetting the posses.” He takes a sip of coffee; just the smell of it makes me salivate. But I gave up caffeine with booze; the blood rush was too similar and I didn’t want to tempt my body with the feel of a high. These days, I will not even take an aspirin for a garden-variety headache.


  Chris lifts his mug toward me. “There’s more if you want some. Just brewed.”


  “Thanks, but I don’t drink coffee.”


  “That’s inhuman, you know.” He sits forward, his elbows on the table. “So I suppose you should tell me about this case, if I have to be second chair. Must be a pretty important client, if he convinced you to haul your butt to Arizona to fight some charge.”


  “He is pretty important,” I answer. “He’s my fiancée’s father. He got indicted for kidnapping her during a custody visit in 1977.”


  Chris’s eyes widen. “I am never going to complain about my in-laws again.”


  I leave out the part about how Andrew as good as confessed to me at the Wexton PD. How he expressed the desire to plead guilty, and how I swore to Delia that I wouldn’t let that happen. To try a case in another state, your professional conduct must be impeccable; I have already failed on two counts. “Delia asked me to represent him. I haven’t even seen Andrew since he was extradited. I spent the whole afternoon yesterday trying to convince the staff at the Madison Street Jail that I’m really a lawyer, and don’t just play one on TV.”


  The secretary sticks her head into the conference room. “Oh, good, Mr. Talcott, you’re awake,” she says, and a flush of embarrassment spreads over my collar. “Your fiancée wants you to call her immediately, something about your daughter being sick.”


  “Sophie?” I ask, but I am already reaching for the phone. Sick as in head cold, or sick as in bubonic plague? I dial Delia’s cell number, and get her voice mail. “Call me,” I say, and then I look up at Chris. “Maybe I should swing by home, make sure she’s all right...”


  “This came for you, too,” the secretary says, and she passes me a fax.


  It is a letter from the New Hampshire Bar Association, stating I am a member in good standing.


  I ought to go check on Sophie, but I also need to talk to Andrew, in jail.


  I have a feeling this isn’t the last time I will be asked to choose between Delia’s present life and her past.


  ***


  Which came first: the addict or the drug?


  You can’t have an addiction unless there’s something to crave; by the same token, a drug is nothing but a plant or a drink or a powder until someone wants it badly. The truth is, the addict and the drug came together. And therein lies the problem.


  When you want something desperately, you shake with the need for it. You tell yourself you don’t need more than one sip, because it’s just the taste you crave, and once it’s on your tongue you will be able to make it last a lifetime. You dream of it at night. You see a thousand mile-high obstacles between where you stand and what you want, and you convince yourself you have the power to hurdle them. You tell yourself this even when, leaping the first block, you wind up bruised and bloodied and flattened.


  I have been fooling everyone for years. Sure, I’ve given up alcohol, but that was nothing compared to my other addiction. Love is the most dangerous craving of all, if you ask me. It turns us into people we aren’t. It makes us feel like hell, and makes us walk on water. It ruins us for anything else.


  I watch her doing the simplest things: brushing her hair into a ponytail, feeding the dog, tying Sophie’s shoelaces, and I want to tell her what she means to me, but I never actually say the words. After all, to acknowledge Delia as a drug, I’d have to face the fact that one day I might have to go without her, and this I can’t do.


  ***


  Inside the lobby of the Madison Street Jail, a spot I became all too familiar with yesterday, are a bank of blue chairs and a wall-mounted television. Against one wall is a line of bank-teller windows, with signs posted above to separate VISITORS from ATTORNEYS ONLY. I approach that window, feeling like the first-class airline passenger bypassing the masses. The woman staffing the position remembers me from yesterday. “You’re back,” she says sourly.


  I offer up my best smile. “Good morning.” I push the letter from the New Hampshire Bar Association through the slit at the bottom of the Plexiglas window. “See? I told you I was a genuine attorney.”


  “Genuine attorney... that’s one of those whatchamacallits. You know, like jumbo shrimp and working vacation and military intelligence.”


  “Oxymoron.”


  “Hey, you want to call yourself names, fine with me.” She picks up a pen. “Which inmate did you want to see?”


  While I wait for a detention officer to lead me into the jail, I sit in the bank of chairs and watch TV with some of the other visitors. Some have brought children who bounce on their laps like popcorn. The show currently airing is some sort of court TV—or so I think, until I read the sleeve badge of one of the bailiffs standing beside the judge’s bench: Maricopa County Sheriff’s Office. At that point I realize that this must be a closed-circuit film of some arraignment process that goes on inside the jail itself. “iMira!” the lady next to me says proudly, pointing at the television monitor so that her toddler will look. “¿No es guapo tu papá?”


  When my name is called, a beefy officer leads me to a metal detector, and then takes a cluster of keys from his belt to open a door that leads to an airlock about three feet square. From inside a control room, the inner door opens, admitting us into the jail.


  We take an elevator up to the fourth-floor visiting area. Another detention officer holds court over a small assortment of inmates. Some speak to their attorneys in private rooms. A long central section features dozens of individual noncontact-visit booths. One inmate is chained to a stool, holding a phone in his hand. On the other side of a glass wall, a woman is crying.


  “You can wait here,” the detention officer says. “We’ll go get your client.”


  “Here” turns out to be a side room with a fluorescent light that hisses and spits like a wet cat. From this vantage point, I can’t see the inmate anymore, but I can see the woman visiting him. She has leaned forward now, and is kissing the glass.


  When I was eleven, I caught Delia making out with the bathroom mirror. I asked her what she was doing. “Practicing,” she informed me, matter-of-fact. “You might want to think about it, too.”


  After a while I glance at my watch. Twenty minutes have gone by; I stand up and try to locate the detention officer. He is on the other side of the visiting room, bent over the Arizona Republic’s sports page. “Excuse me,” I say. “Has anyone found my client yet? Andrew Hopkins?”


  The man gives me a blank stare, but he crosses the room and picks up a phone. He speaks into it for a few moments, and then returns to me. “They thought someone came down to tell you. Your client’s already been brought next door to court.”


  ***


  I call Chris Hamilton on my cell phone as I’m flying up the steps of the East Courthouse. “How fast can you be here?” I demand. As my sponsoring attorney, he has to be present in the courtroom even if my pro hac vice motion has been granted. I don’t have time to call Delia, and I know she is going to kill me for that. But then, Andrew is about to face a judge without me—a judge to whom he plans to plead guilty.


  The court building is ten times larger than any court in New Hampshire. A bailiff runs a metal detector just inside the entrance; a woman holds tight to a little boy’s hand as she sets her purse on the conveyor belt. Attorneys crossing the lobby drift toward each other, making deals over cups of coffee. In the chairs, waiting, are sequestered witnesses in their itchy suits and welfare kids with coloring books and the personal recognizance returnees, their baggy pants riding low and their tooks pulled down past their eyebrows.


  I try to find a clerk who can tell me on which of the nine floors, and in which of the twenty courtrooms, Andrew will be appearing, but no one seems to have that answer. So I run to the sheriff’s office inside the court, the holding pen where inmates are kept waiting until they appear. The deputy at the desk has a Doc Holliday mustache and a Buddha belly. “All’s I know,” he says, “is that if it’s an arraignment, you’re in the wrong damn courthouse.”


  I am running over to the other courthouse—the Central Courthouse—when I see Chris hurrying toward the building. This one has thirteen stories with five courtrooms. One look at the line for the elevators, and I’m following him up a staircase. We reach the fifth floor, gasping. “Not Guilty Arraignments,” he explains, and we burst into Courtroom 501 together like a comic book duo come to save the day.


  I wish I could say I am filled with confidence when I walk into that courtroom, but if I’m going to be honest, I don’t have a very good track record with success. It took me two attempts to pass the Bar. I started AA three times and then proceeded to once again drink myself into oblivion. I have no reason to believe that this latest challenge will be any different.


  The judge is the most imposing justice I have ever seen. He easily weighs three hundred pounds, has flyaway gray hair, and fists the size of Easter hams. A placard on the bench announces him as The Honorable Caesar T. Noble. “I can’t believe you drew that judge,” Chris says under his breath. “We call him No Bull.”


  The inmate sitting alone at the defense bench gets to his feet, his ankle chains jingling. Standing, his profile is visible: It is Andrew.


  “Mr. Hopkins, I see you don’t have counsel present, so I’m going to ask you to enter a plea,” the judge says.


  I start running down the center aisle. There is a saying sometimes chanted at AA meetings: Fake it until you make it. I’ve done it before. I can do it again.


  The judge—hell, everyone in the room—looks to me. “Excuse me,” Noble says, as I hurdle the bar and step up beside Andrew, squeezing his shoulder. “Would you please identify yourself?”


  “Eric Talcott, Your Honor. I’m an attorney licensed to practice in the state of New Hampshire, but I’ve filed a motion to appear before you pro hac vice. My sponsor for the State of Arizona is Christopher Hamilton... and, um, I’m certified to practice in this courtroom, provided the motion has been granted.”


  The judge glances down at his file, and then back up at me. “Sir, you are out of order. Not only don’t I have this alleged pro hac vice motion, but I find it extremely disrespectful that you’ve come whooping into my courtroom and interfered with my proceedings.” He narrows his gaze until it nicks at my throat. “Maybe that’s the way y’all do things in New Hampshire, but here in Arizona, we don’t.”


  “Your Honor,” Chris says, smoothly stepping over the bar to stand next to me. “If you please, I’m Chris Hamilton, and I’m responsible for that pro hac vice motion. We asked the clerk’s office to bring the motion either to Your Honor or to another judge who might be in a position to sign it quickly... knowing as I do that Your Honor prefers, understandably, to have everything in order.”


  Chris couldn’t come any closer to kissing this guy’s considerable ass.


  Apparently, in Arizona, that actually works. The judge beckons to the clerk of the court. “Call over and see if there’s any kind of motion that’s been filed and granted.”


  The clerk picks up the phone and mouths words that don’t carry any volume. I have never understood how they quite do that, but it’s the same in every court. When he hangs up he turns to the judge. “Your Honor, Judge Umatallo just granted the motion.”


  “Mr. Talcott, this is your lucky day,” Noble says, without a trace of hospitality. “How does your client plead?”


  I make sure not to look at Andrew when I speak. “Not guilty.”


  Andrew stiffens, whispering, “You told me—”


  Under my breath, I cut him off. “Not now.”


  The judge flips through some of the pages in the file. “I see that bail is set at million cash. I assume you want that continued, Ms. Wasserstein?” He glances toward the prosecutor, whom I haven’t even considered until this moment. A woman with curly brown hair twisted into a severe knot at the back of her neck, she has a mouth that looks like it has no muscle memory of ever striking a smile.


  “Yes, Your Honor,” she replies, and when she stands up I realize that she’s pregnant. Not just pregnant, mind you, but in the full throes of really-any-day-now-I-could-drop-this-baby condition. Great. So the prosecutor I’m cursed with is an impending mother, one with natural sympathies toward a woman whose child was snatched.


  “This is a kidnapping case of great importance to the State of Arizona,” she says, “and given that the defendant is an extreme flight risk, we feel there shouldn’t even be a question about whether or not bail should be continued.”


  I clear my throat and rise. “Your Honor, we’d really like you to rethink the bail question. My client has no criminal record whatsoever and—”


  “I beg to differ, Your Honor.” The prosecutor lifts a computerized record on fanfold paper, then lets it unfold to the floor. From the length of the document, you’d think Andrew Hopkins was the criminal of the century.


  “Would have been nice if you mentioned this,” I say through clenched teeth to Andrew. There is nothing worse for a defense attorney than having a prosecutor make a fool out of you. It makes your client look like a liar; it makes it seem as if you haven’t done your job.


  “The defendant has an assault conviction from December of 1976... when he was known as Charles Edward Matthews.”


  The judge bangs his gavel. “I’ve heard enough of this. If one million was enough to hold the defendant in New Hampshire, then two million is enough to hold him in Arizona. Cash.”


  The bailiffs haul Andrew away from me, his chains jangling. “Where are you taking him?” I ask.


  The judge purses his lips. “It’s certainly not my job to tell you how to do yours, Mr. Talcott. Who do they have running those law schools in New Hampshire, anyway?”


  “I went to law school in Vermont,” I correct.


  The judge snorts. “Vermont’s just like New Hampshire, except upside-down. Next case?”


  I try to catch Andrew’s eye as he’s dragged off, but he doesn’t turn around. Chris pats me on the shoulder; until this moment, I’ve forgotten he’s even present. “That’s about as good as it gets here,” he commiserates.


  As we walk through the gate I notice the prosecutor speaking to an older couple. “What do you know about the county attorney?”


  “Emma Wasserstein? That she’ll probably eat her young. She’s one tough lady. I haven’t been up against her lately, but I doubt that pregnancy’s softened her at all.”


  I sigh. “I was kind of hoping it was just some enormous tumor.”


  Chris grins. “At least it can’t get any worse.”


  But at that moment, Emma Wasserstein turns around, guiding the couple she is speaking with out of the courtroom. They are well-dressed, nervous; they have the cloudy confusion about them of people unfamiliar with the legal system. The man is about fifty-five, dark-skinned, hesitant. He has his arm around the woman, who stumbles into the aisle and bumps into me. “Disculpeme,” she says.


  The raven hair, the freckles she cannot quite hide with powder, the very bones of her face: I step back to make way for the woman who could only be Delia’s mother.


  ***


  Courthouses are full of sounds—the squeak of bailiff shoes, the quiet whisper of witnesses practicing testimony, the jangle of quarters, and the crank of the vending machines. But you rarely hear clapping, in spite of the fact that the best law is nothing more than a performance. So when I hear the applause, I find myself looking around to find its source. “Not your finest showing,” Fitz says, walking toward me. “But I’ll give you an eight out of ten because you’ve got a jet-lag handicap.”


  Just like that, I’m smiling from the inside out. “God, it’s good to see a friendly face.”


  “After the showdown with Medea in there, I’m not surprised. Where’s Delia?”


  “I don’t know,” I admit. “She called me to say Sophie was sick, but I couldn’t reach her.”


  “You mean she doesn’t know Andrew was arraigned?”


  “I didn’t even know until ten minutes ago,” I say.


  Fitz blinks at me. “She’s going to murder you.”


  I nod, and notice the memo pad sticking out of his pocket. Grabbing it, I flip through pages of notes from the arraignment. He’s not here for the moral support; he’s writing about this for the Gazette. “Only after she murders you,” I reply dryly.


  “Well,” Fitz says, ducking his head. “Want to be my roommate in Hell?”


  We start walking down the corridor. I have no idea where I’m headed; for all I know, this could be the hallway that leads back to the jail. “You ought to go see her,” I suggest. “We’re living in a trailer in Mesa that’s smaller than Greta’s cage at home.”


  “It’s got to be better than the motel the Gazette’s springing for. It’s conveniently located near Sky Harbor Airport. So near, in fact, that the toilet flushes every time a plane takes off.”


  I take my pen from my breast pocket and reach for Fitz’s hand, write the still-unfamiliar address down on his palm. “Tell her I’ll be home as soon as I can. Tell her to call me so I know how Sophie’s doing. And if you can work it into the conversation, feel free to break the news about the arraignment.”


  As I head down the hall, Fitz’s laughter follows me. “Coward,” he calls out.


  I look over my shoulder and grin. “Sucker,” I answer.


  ***


  Thirty minutes later, I am right back where I started: in the visiting room of the Madison Street Jail. Again, I’ve had to argue with the same woman at the entrance about my Bar card. Again, I’ve been told to wait while my client is brought to me. This time, however, he actually shows up. Andrew lets the detention officer close the door to our tiny conference room before exploding. “Not guilty?” he accuses.


  The job of a defense attorney is to act in the best interests of your client. But what if you think your client doesn’t have his best interests in mind? And what if, to complicate matters, your client wants something that will bring great pain to a woman for whom you would lay down your life? “For God’s sake, Andrew. I’d think one night in jail would be enough to convince you that you don’t want it as a permanent address.” His eyes flash, but he says nothing. “And how do you think Delia would handle that?” I add. “She was a mess after she saw you for just a half hour last night.”


  “Not for the reason you think, Eric. She hates me. She hates what I did to her.”


  Delia had been crying when she came home, but I hadn’t asked her why. I’d assumed it was a normal reaction to seeing the father she loved in the confines of a jail. I hadn’t asked; as her father’s attorney, I wasn’t supposed to... just as I am not supposed to reveal her thoughts about this trial to Andrew. “She’s the one who told me to plead you not guilty,” I confess. “She insisted upon it.”


  Andrew glances up at me. “Before or after she saw me last night?”


  I keep my eyes trained on his. “After,” I lie.


  Is there no end to this?


  He sinks down into the chair across from me, and I register for the first time the bruises on his forehead and jaw, the parallel scrape of nails along his neck. At the arraignment I was so busy looking at the judge I never really focused my attention on my client. He is quiet for a long moment, so that the only sound in the room comes from the lamp overhead, which is in its death throes. “There’s a lot going on for her right now,” I say gently. “You’ve known this outcome was a possibility for twenty-eight years; Delia’s just discovered it. She needs a little time. And she needs to know that you’re willing to give it to her.” I hesitate. “You went to so much trouble to be with her, Andrew. Why would you want to stop now?”


  I can see him thinking twice; that’s all the opening I need. “If I do what you want,” he says after a moment, “what will happen to me?”


  I shake my head. “I don’t know, Andrew. But I’m entirely sure of what will happen if you don’t. And I think...” My attention is caught by an inmate walking past the conference room. Through the tiny window I make out his shoulder-length white hair, his stooped shoulders. This man must be seventy, eighty; this is what Andrew could become. “I think everyone deserves a second chance,” I finish.


  Andrew bows his head. “Will you tell Delia what I tell you?”


  He is asking me about the ethical tightrope beneath my feet. I can feel it, a cable of steel, something I’m used to balancing on as a lawyer. But then I look down, and remember that this man is more than just a client, that his daughter is more than just a material witness, and suddenly the ground moves a thousand miles farther away.


  “What you say here, stays here,” I promise.


  Andrew nods. “All right,” he says, and the transaction takes place: a softening of his shoulders, an opening of his fist, a silent transfer of trust.


  I clear my throat and impersonally extract a legal pad from my briefcase. “Well,” I begin, all business. “Tell me how you got her out.”


  This is usually the point at which a client tells me, I didn’t do it. Or, I swear, I was just putting the car in a garage for someone, I didn’t know it was stolen. Or, I was wearing my boyfriend’s pants, how was I supposed to know he had a bag of pot in the back pocket? But Andrew has already confessed, and there is a trail of evidence nearly thirty years long that proves he and his daughter lived under false names and pretenses.


  His daughter. A woman who has three freckles on the base of her jaw that have always reminded me of Orion’s belt, who knows all the words to the song “The Wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald,” who held my hand firmly under hers and pushed down against the hard knob swelling under the skin of her abdomen and said, “I’m a hundred percent sure that’s a foot. Unless it’s a head.”


  Andrew takes a deep breath. “I had the whole weekend with her; it was part of the custody agreement. I told her we were going to take a trip. And you know how it is when you promise something like that to Sophie? You know how she starts—”


  “Stop,” I interrupt. “I can’t have you comparing this to me and Sophie, all right?”


  He starts again. “You know how when you promise a kid that you’re going to go somewhere special? Well, it’s like holding out a handful of candy. Beth was thrilled about the prospect of a vacation.”


  “Beth.”


  “That’s who she was... then.”


  I nod, and write that name down on my legal pad. It doesn’t suit her. I cross it off, heavy black lines.


  “I stopped off at my apartment—I was living in a studio in Tempe after the divorce—and packed up as much stuff as I could into suitcases. The rest I left behind. We just started to drive.”


  “You didn’t have a plan?”


  “I didn’t even know I was going to go through with it, until I hit the highway,” Andrew says. “I was just so angry—”


  “Stop.” If he took Delia out of revenge or spite, I don’t want to hear it. If I do, then I can’t spin a defense for him without perjuring myself. “So you got to the highway, and what did you do?”


  “Headed east. I wasn’t really thinking, like I said. We stayed at motels where you could pay in cash, and I registered under a different name every night. At some point I realized I was heading to New York. I mean, there were millions of people in the city. Who’d notice two more?”


  Delia and I went to New York City when we were in college. She couldn’t wait to go, back then. She said she’d never been there before.


  “We stayed in some little hotel—I don’t remember what it was called; it was close to Penn Station. I registered there as Richard Worth, and the desk clerk asked me if Mrs. Worth would be joining me. It just popped out: I said no, that my wife had recently died.” Andrew looks up at me. “And then I realized Beth had heard every word.”


  “What happened?”


  “She started to cry. I had to get her out of the lobby before she went to pieces, so I told the desk clerk that my daughter was still very upset. I took her upstairs to the room and sat her down on the bed. I was going to tell her the truth, explain that it was all just a story I’d made up, but I couldn’t. What if Beth blurted out to the same desk clerk that her father had been lying? Anyone in their right mind would have known there was something strange going on... and I couldn’t take that chance.” He shakes his head, grimacing. “I dug my own grave, by pretending Elise was dead in the first place. And if I’m going to be honest, the more I thought about it, the more it seemed like the safe thing to do. If Beth started talking about her mother out of the blue, or expected Elise to appear out of nowhere, or threw a tantrum, all I’d have to do is turn to whoever was watching or listening and explain that her mother had recently passed away. People would immediately give us the benefit of the doubt.”


  Sympathy, as any defense attorney knows, can be bought with a good lie.


  “What did you say to her, exactly?”


  “She was four. She had no experience with death—my parents were both already gone when she was born, and Elise’s mom and dad lived in Mexico. So I told Beth that something very bad had happened, that her mother had been in a car crash. I said that she’d been hurt, and that the doctors at the hospital tried to do everything they could to help her, but they couldn’t, and so Mommy was up in heaven. I said that she’d never be able to see Elise again, but that I would take care of her forever.”


  “How did she react?”


  “She asked whether Elise would be better by the time we got home from our vacation.”


  I look down at the legal pad, at my hands, at anything but Andrew.


  “I tried to find things to do that would keep her busy. We went to the Empire State Building and the Museum of Natural History; we played on the Alice statue in Central Park. I bought her toys at FAO Schwarz. I took her on a Circle Line cruise. Then one night, I was in the bathroom at the hotel when Beth started screaming for her mother. I found her standing at the TV, her cheek right up against the screen. And sure enough, there was Elise on the six o’clock news, talking into a dozen microphones and holding up Beth’s picture.”


  Andrew gets up and starts pacing around the tiny room. “I knew I couldn’t stay in a hotel forever,” he said. “But I didn’t know what I was going to do. To buy a house, you need an ID and a bank account, and I had neither of those anymore. Then one afternoon we were walking down Forty-second Street and Beth saw some flashing pinball lights at this place called Playland. She pulled me in, and I gave her some quarters for the arcade games. There was a group of teenagers in there, huddled around one girl’s brand-new phony ID. They sold them at the arcade—looked like fake driver’s licenses—and it got me thinking. I went up to the counter and asked the kid who was working there where I might go to get an ID. The kid shrugged and pointed to this Polaroid booth, where you could pull the curtain and get your picture taken. I took a twenty out of my wallet, and asked him the question again. He said he used to know a guy in Harlem, and for forty more bucks he managed to remember the name. When I called the number he gave me, I was told to go to a Harlem address after midnight.”


  “Harlem?” I say. “After midnight?”


  “For twenty-five hundred dollars he gave me a driver’s license, fake passports, and birth certificates for both of us. We got Social Security numbers, too. They were real identities, a father and a daughter who had died in a car accident. I almost backed out of the deal when I heard that, but then I saw the name he’d put on one of the passports: Cordelia Hopkins. Cordelia—that was the daughter in King Lear who stuck by her father, no matter what.” He looks up at me. “I thought it was a good omen.”


  I tap my fingers on the table. “King Lear... Cordelia,” I say. “You went to college, I assume.”


  “Majored in chemistry. I went to graduate school, too. I was a pharmacist in Arizona.” He shrugs. “I would have done it in New Hampshire, too, but I didn’t have a license under my new name.”


  “How did you wind up in Wexton?”


  “Delia hated New York. We used to play a game... I’d ask her if she could go anywhere, and see anything, what would it be?” Andrew looks up at me. “That day she said snow.”


  When you grow up in New Hampshire, you take winter for granted. But for a kid from Phoenix, this would be a mystery.


  “I drove north,” Andrew says. “The car ran out of gas a mile outside of Wexton, and we walked into town. I think I fell in love at first sight—the white church and the town green and even the benches with little brass plaques dedicated to old school principals. It all seemed like a movie set, like a place where there could be a happy ending. So Delia and I went into Wexton Savings and Loan and set up a bank account. We stayed at a bed and breakfast for a while, until I got a job as a janitor at the senior center—I’d worked with the elderly as a pharmacist, and thought it might be a good fit. They were so desperate they didn’t even care about references. About a month later, a realtor found us a house we could afford.”


  “The one next door to mine,” I murmur.


  Andrew nods. “Your mother came over with a casserole.”


  Actually, I can remember her cooking it. She was sober, for once, and she made a vegetable lasagna that had won her first prize in a local recipe contest. It was her standard dish to offer congratulations on a birth, condolences on a death, or a neighborly welcome. She let me put the zucchini in one layer, in the shape of the letter E, which I had recently learned at preschool.


  “Your mom introduced herself and then said, ‘Hopkins? You’re not related to Eldred Hopkins over in Enfield, are you?’ ”


  Andrew does not have to explain. You can reinvent yourself a million times, but the rules don’t allow you to start in the center. Every life has a beginning, a middle, and an end; dissect history and you’ll see the word that defines it as a tale, a narrative.


  “I lied to her,” Andrew says matter-of-factly. “And then to a thousand other people. I made it up as I went along. When I said we had come from Nashua, I had to create some job down there. I had to give a reason for my wife’s death. I had to explain to the pediatrician why Delia didn’t have any medical records. I thought I’d get caught, every single day. But eventually I told so many lies that I honestly started to believe them, because it was easier to play the game than to try to sort them all out in my head.” He turns to me, dry-eyed and resigned. “You can fool yourself, you know. You’d think it’s impossible, but it turns out it’s the easiest thing of all.”


  I’d sat on the kitchen counter while my mother mixed together the spinach and the ricotta and dribbled red sauce that made me think of blood. I’d watched through the window as she went up to the new neighbor’s house and smiled at him, pretending she was always making casseroles for the neighborhood, as if she were some perfect sitcom mom. I was young, but even then I’d wondered how long it would take the new family next door to figure out this was all a ruse.


  I meet Andrew’s gaze. “Yes,” I say. “I know.”


  Fitz


  I drive to Mesa in a rental car, a Mercury whose radio is stuck on a Spanish-speaking station and whose air-conditioning doesn’t work. When I unroll the window, wind and dust blow into my face. The temperature here is one you can reach by crawling into an oven. This is the kind of heat that changes the frontal lobes of the brain, that makes men kill each other for the smallest of infractions, that might lead a father to kidnap a child.


  Eric’s directions tell me to turn off at University Drive, and when I do, there is a man standing at the top of the exit ramp. He has a long gray ponytail, and wears a flannel shirt, in spite of the heat. He reminds me of some of the hardscrabble New Englanders who haunt convenience stores for refills of chewing tobacco and worship the late Dale Earn-hardt. “Hey, bro,” he says to me, and I remember with a start that my window is open. He lifts up a ragged piece of corrugated cardboard on which he’s written: NEED HELP.


  “Don’t we all,” I say, and gun the engine as the light turns.


  I pass a plethora of child-care centers—the hallmark of a town whose inhabitants have to pawn their kids off on someone else so they can be teachers and nannies and cops in upscale neighborhoods where they can’t afford to live. There is shack after shack of Mexican fast-food places—Rosa’s, Garcia’s, Uncle Tedoro’s. Many of the storefronts boast of sales in English and Spanish.


  Just past a conversion van on the side of the road that’s selling leopard-print dashboard covers, I see a trailer park—stubby silver Airstreams huddled like a crash of rhinos. As I am wondering which of these Quonset huts might belong to Delia, Sophie comes running out of a door. Her red sneakers kick up dust as she races to another trailer, this one covered with Christmas lights and feathers and windcatchers. If she’s sick, she sure doesn’t look it.


  “Sophie,” I yell, but she’s already disappeared inside the second home.


  I park my car and walk up to the trailer. There is no doorbell, only the kind of triangle that ranch wives use to call cowboys to dinner. I raise the wand and ting it, just a little. The door opens, revealing a Native American woman with a scarf wrapped around her head. “I’m sorry,” I say, so surprised to not see Delia that I cannot find any words for a moment. “I must have the wrong address.”


  But then Sophie pokes her head out of what must be a closet. “Fitz!” she yells, and comes at me with the force of a natural disaster. “If I stand on Ruthann’s toilet I can touch all the walls in the bathroom at once. Want to see?”


  The Indian woman frowns at Sophie. “I thought I hired you to work for me, not to go stand on toilets.”


  Sophie beams. “Ruthann’s paying me a dollar to glue the sequins on One-Night Stand Barbie’s miniskirt.”


  “One-Night Stand Barbie?” I repeat.


  “She’s my featured item this month,” Ruthann says. “Comes shrink-wrapped with Rohypnol Ken. For you, only $29.99 for the pair.” She gestures to the small foldout table in the center of the tiny room, covered with beads and glitter and plastic dismembered body parts stacked like a mass grave. Sliding heavily into the bench seat, she pulls a pair of spectacles out by a cord that snakes into her shirt and starts assembling arms and legs and torsos into dolls. “Nine ninety-nine?” she bargains.


  I take a ten-dollar bill out of my pocket and slap it on the table. Ruthann slips the money into her jeans and hands over the dolls. “She’s not here, you know.”


  “Who?”


  She raises an eyebrow, and her fingers fly over a Barbie head, braiding the hair. I let my gaze roam the trailer, which is packed to the gills with dusty old appliances, heaps of vintage magazines, smashed toys, and bald or filthy or amputee Barbies. “I’m Fitz,” I say, a belated introduction.


  “I’m busy,” Ruthann replies.


  “Ruthann sells stuff that other people throw away,” Sophie says.


  I have always wondered about the people who cruise the streets before the garbage trucks come, taking stained couches and broken bicycles from the rubbish piles. What some people cast off, I guess, other people would want to keep.


  Ruthann shrugs. “Some fools will buy anything made by an Indian. I could probably rearrange my own trash and say it’s art, get myself a show at the Heard Museum.”


  “I went to the hospital today,” Sophie says. “I was sick when I woke up but Ruthann got rid of the feathers and now I’m better.”


  I look at the old woman for explanation, but she just shakes her head.


  Whatever was wrong with Sophie must have passed; she’s perfectly fine now. “Where’s your mom, Soph?” I ask, but she shrugs. No one seems inclined to talk. I clear my throat, and fiddle with an arm. It looks like it belongs to Ken; it has a biceps muscle.


  Ruthann tosses me a torso and a head. “Knock yourself out.”


  I start to put together a Ken, stopping only once to notice the lack of genitalia, and wondering why I never knew that Ken was a eunuch. Probably because the only girl I’d ever played with was Delia, and she wouldn’t have been caught dead with a doll in her possession. When the body is assembled, I pick up a Sharpie marker and begin to draw dotted lines and symbols down the torso and over the extremities. I label spots: BAD LUCK. SEARING PAIN. SEXUAL DYSFUNCTION. MONETARY RUIN. Sophie cranes her chin over my arm. “What are you making, Fitz?”


  “Something for your mom. Voodoo Eric.”


  Ruthann laughs, and when I look up I see her measuring me differently. “You,” she decides, “may turn out better than I thought.”


  Just then the door opens, and I can see Delia tying Greta’s leash to the arm of a large plaster garden gnome. “Stay,” she instructs. When she walks inside and sees me, her face lights up. “Thank God you’re here.”


  “Thank Southwest Airlines. They had more to do with it.”


  “Ruthann,” Delia says, presenting me, “this is my best friend in the world.”


  “We’ve met.”


  “Yes, Ruthann was kind enough to let me discover my inner artist.” I lift the doll and give it to Delia. “It might come in handy. Listen, do you think we could go somewhere and... talk?”


  I look around as I say this, but I can literally see the end of Ruthann’s little trailer from where I’m standing. I can practically touch the end of Ruthann’s little trailer from where I’m standing. “Go on,” Ruthann says, waving us away. “Sophie and me, we’re busy.”


  But Delia leans over and feels Sophie’s forehead with her lips, an act I’ve never understood. Do all mothers automatically have some kind of thermometer gauge in their mouths? She turns to me. “This morning—”


  “I heard.”


  “I couldn’t even reach Eric to have him meet us at the hospital—”


  “I know,” I reply. “He told me he tried to call you on your cell.”


  Delia looks at me sharply. “You saw Eric already? You went to the law office?”


  I shift uncomfortably. I think about the notes I have in my back pocket, about the arraignment. The ones I will write up and send in an e-mail to the New Hampshire Gazette. “I ran into him in court. Your father was arraigned about an hour ago.”


  Delia shakes her head. “I don’t understand. Eric would have called me.”


  “I don’t think Eric knew your father was going to be arraigned. He nearly missed the whole proceeding.”


  She wanders outside the trailer and sits down beside Greta in the shade. “I got mad at him last night.”


  “Eric?”


  “My father.” She draws up her knees, rests her cheek on them. “I went to the jail to tell him I would testify or do whatever he needed me to do. I wanted to hear the truth, but when he started to tell it to me, all I could think about was how he lied. So I left.” Delia glances up, near tears. “I walked out on him.”


  I rest my hand on her shoulder. “I’m sure he knows how hard this is for you.”


  “What if he thinks that the reason I wasn’t in court was because I hate him?”


  “Do you?”


  Delia shakes her head. “It’s like math that doesn’t add up, you know? I mean, on the one hand, there’s my mother, who’s... out there, somewhere, which is amazing... and I can’t ever get the time back with her that I lost. But on the other hand, I had the best childhood, even if it wasn’t the one I started out with. My father literally gave up his life for me, and that’s got to count pretty heavily.” She sighs. “You can love a person and still hate the decisions they’ve made, can’t you?”


  I stare at her for a moment longer than I should. “I guess,” I say.


  “I still don’t know why he did it,” Delia murmurs.


  “Then maybe you ought to try asking someone else.”


  She turns to me. “I was going to ask you about that. I keep hitting dead ends. I didn’t get a chance to ask my father for my mother’s real maiden name when I was at the jail—I got too upset first. And I tried calling the City Hall records department and explaining, but they said that without it, they couldn’t—”


  “Give you this?” I reach into my back pocket and pull out a piece of paper.


  I watch Dee read the unfamiliar address and phone number. “The first class in Journalism School is How to Charm a Records Clerk,” I explain.


  “Elise Vasquez?” she reads.


  “She remarried.” I hand her my cell phone. “Go ahead.”


  Hope holds her frozen for a moment, and then Delia reaches for the phone. She punches in the Scottsdale area code before suddenly aborting the call. “What’s the matter?” I ask.


  “Feel this,” she says, and she takes my hand and holds it just north of her heart.


  It is racing, fluttering as fast as a hummingbird’s flight, as fast as indecision, as fast as my own. “You’re nervous,” I tell her. “Given the situation, that’s pretty normal.”


  “I’m not just nervous. Remember what it used to feel like, as a kid, the week before your birthday? Remember how all you could think about was the day of your party, and then when it was finally time, it wasn’t nearly as amazing as you’d built it up to be?” Delia chews on her bottom lip. “What if it turns out like that?”


  “Dee, you’ve been wanting this moment your whole life. If there’s any bright side to this whole nightmare, this is it.”


  “But why didn’t she want it, too?” Delia asks. “How come she didn’t try to find me sooner?”


  “For all you know, she’s been looking for twenty-eight years. She didn’t know your name until two days ago.”


  “Eric said that she might not have been the one pressing the authorities,” Dee points out. “The state might have done that on its own. Maybe she has a new life, with new kids. Maybe she doesn’t care whether or not I’ve been found.”


  “And maybe when you get to see her, you’ll realize it’s an alias and she’s really Martha Stewart.”


  She smiles crookedly. “Two felons as parents. What are the odds?” Hunching down, she buries her fist in the ruff of fur at Greta’s neck. “I want this to be perfect, Fitz. I want her to be perfect. But what if she’s not? What if I’m not?”


  I stare at the clear amber of her eyes, at the careful curve of her shoulder. “But you are,” I say softly.


  She throws her arms around me; I string this feeling beside the other hundred memories I have of her touching me. “I don’t know what I’d do without you,” Delia says.


  I answer that rhetorical question silently. Without me, Delia would not have her family trauma splashed across the pages of the New Hampshire Gazette. Without me, she would not have any reason to believe I’m here for more than her moral support. Without me, she wouldn’t have another heartache coming.


  When she pulls away, her face is shining. “What do you think I ought to wear?” she asks. “I don’t know if I should call first—no, I think I’ll just go there. That way, I get to see her reaction... can you watch Sophie for me?”


  Before I can answer, the door of the trailer slams behind Dee. Greta looks up at me and beats her tail against the ground. Like the bloodhound, I’ve already been forgotten.


  I take my notes from the arraignment out of my pocket, rip them into bite-size pieces of confetti. I’ll tell my editor that my flight was delayed, that I got lost en route to the courthouse, that I was stricken by the stomach flu, whatever. I toss the handful, imagine them blowing into the desert.


  Instead, though, they blow over the gate of the trailer park, onto the sidewalk. They hit a man standing on the street; a freak snowstorm of regret. I call out an apology, and realize it is the same vagrant from the highway exit. He’s carrying his cardboard sign, holding it up to the cars that speed by: NEED HELP.


  This time I walk right up to him. “Good luck,” I say, and I hand him a twenty.


  III
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  Nothing stands out so conspicuously, or remains so firmly fixed in the memory, as something which you have blundered.


  —Cicero


  Delia


  If you think motherhood is an instinct, you’d be wrong.


  In college, when I majored in zoology, I wrote my thesis on the way offspring can identify their mothers, and vice versa. Instinct, as it turns out, isn’t defined as a trait you’re born with, but one that develops as a parent and child bond. There’s that famous Konrad Lorenz study—the scientist who had goslings trailing after him, because he allowed them to imprint on him when they hatched. I tracked hyenas and wild pigs and seals, all of whom used vocal clues and pheromones and physical resemblance to pick their mothers out of a crowd.


  Attentive mothers tended to be the ones with the most helpless babies: humans and chicks and mice. On the other hand, fish, who could take care of themselves at birth, were left behind immediately by their mothers. In this sense, parenthood became solely about defense.


  But every now and then I’d come across an anomaly: an instinct gone awry. Like the cuckoo, which would invade another bird’s nest, throw out the real eggs, and leave its own behind to be reared by a surrogate parent. Or the seal pups that were abandoned when food went scarce. Or Neanderthals, who killed their young if the alternative was starvation. Sometimes, when conditions leave no other choice, parental instinct falls by the wayside.


  Years later, I read that someone had found genetic components to good motherhood. The Mest and the Peg3 genes occur on chromosome 19, and, ironically, they only work if they’re inherited from the father. Imprinting like this usually occurs in evolution because of a genetic battle of the sexes; it’s in the best interests of the female to have more litters, but it’s in the best interests of the male to protect the child that’s already been born.


  The jury is still out on these findings, but I believe them. All I have to do is think of Sophie, and how there are certain details I wish I could freeze in amber: her munchkin voice or her iridescent pink fingernails or the xylophone of her laughter. It’s no great stretch of imagination to assume that my father was the one who passed this feeling onto me, who made me conscious of the things we want to keep.


  ***


  My mother’s home is small and neat, afloat on a sea of white stones. There is a mailbox at the end of the driveway that says VASQUEZ. I stop in front of a saguaro that is at least eleven feet tall, and has an arm lifted in a friendly wave. Ruthann says it takes fifty years for a saguaro to sprout a single arm. She says that their flowers are so bright and beautiful they have been known to make sparrows weep.


  I run my hand over my hair again. After pinning it back, and pulling it into a ponytail, I finally decided to leave it falling over my shoulders—surely she’d remember brushing it when I was little? I’m wearing the nicest outfit I threw into my suitcase in our hasty escape: a dark blue dress that I had planned on wearing to court. I smooth the skirt down, wishing I could will away the wrinkles. I take deep breaths.


  How do you walk into someone’s life again after twenty-eight years? How do you pick up, when you were too young to know where you left off?


  For courage, I try to reverse the roles: What if it was Sophie coming to see me, after so long? I cannot imagine any circumstance where I wouldn’t immediately feel a connection to her; and I have shared roughly the same short amount of time in Sophie’s life that my mother shared with me. I wouldn’t care if she was pierced, bald, rich, poor, married, gay... whatever ... just as long as she was back.


  So why am I so worried about making a first impression?


  I answer my own question: Because you only get to do it once. Every time after, you are only making up for what happened during that initial meeting.


  I stand on the front step, wondering how I will ever get up the courage to knock, when the door swings open telekinetically.


  The woman exits backward. She’s wearing faded jeans and an embroidered peasant blouse, and looks much younger than I would have expected. “Sí, bread and refried beans,” she calls out to someone still inside. “I heard you the first time.” Then she steps out and plows right into me. “Discúlpeme, I didn’t see—” Her hand comes up to cover her mouth.


  Her face looks like a photo of me that has been crumpled and then, on second thought, smoothed again—my features, but worn soft by the finest lines. Her hair is one shade blacker than mine. However, it is her smile that renders me speechless. Two eyeteeth, twisted just a quarter turn—the reason I spent four years in braces and a retainer.


  “Gracias a Dios,” she murmurs. When she reaches out I let her touch me, my shoulder and neck and finally, cupping my cheek. I close my eyes and think of all the times I had stroked my own arm in the dark, pretending to be her; failing, because I couldn’t surprise myself with comfort. “Beth,” she says, and then she blushes. “But that’s not your name anymore, is it?”


  In that moment it is not important at all what she calls me, but it is critical what I call her. My voice breaks. “Are you my mother?”


  I don’t know which one of us reaches for the other, but suddenly I am in her arms, a place that I had to imagine my entire life. Her hands run over my hair and my back, as if she is trying to make sure I’m real. I try to narrow my mind to a sliver of recognition, but it’s hard to know whether this feels familiar because I remember it, or because I so badly want it to.


  She still smells like vanilla and apples.


  “Look at you,” she says, holding me far enough away to stare at my face. “Look at how beautiful you are.”


  In the background, someone speaks: a low baritone with a hint of an accent. “Elise? Who’s there?” He steps forward, a lean man with white hair, coffee-colored skin, and a mustache. “Ella podría ser su gemelo,” he whispers.


  “Victor,” my mother says, her voice so full it spills over. “You remember my daughter.”


  I have no recollection of this man, but apparently he knew me. “Hola,” Victor says. He starts to reach for me, and then on second thought, slides his arm around my mother’s waist instead.


  “I didn’t know if it was all right to come here,” I admit. “I didn’t know if you wanted to see me.”


  My mother squeezes my hand. “I’ve been waiting to see you for almost thirty years,” she says. “As soon as they told me who you were... now... I tried to call you, but no one answered.”


  The relief her words send through me, the fact that she was trying, nearly buckles my knees. It wasn’t that my mother hadn’t called, it was that I hadn’t answered. Because I was flying to Arizona, to be with my father while he stood trial.


  We are both thinking this, and it reminds us that this is not just any reunion. Victor clears his throat. “Why don’t you two sit down inside?”


  Her house is decorated with bright Talavera pottery and wrought iron. As we walk into the living room, I look for clues that will tell me more: toys that speak of other children or grandchildren; the titles of music CDs on the shelves; framed photos on the walls. One catches my eye—it is a snapshot of my mother and me, wearing matching embroidered dresses. I’d seen a similar photo, maybe taken the minute before, or after this one, in my father’s secret stash.


  “I’ll get some iced tea,” Victor says, and he leaves my mother and me alone. You would think, when there is so much to say, that it comes easily. But instead we sit in an uncomfortable silence. “I don’t know where to start,” my mother says finally. She looks down into her lap, suddenly shy. “I don’t even know what you do.”


  “Search and rescue. I work with a bloodhound, and we look for missing people,” I say. “It’s crazy, given the circumstances.”


  “Or maybe it’s because of them,” my mother suggests. She folds her hands in her lap, and we look at each other for another moment. “You live in New Hampshire... ?”


  “Yes. My whole life—” I say, before I realize that isn’t true. “Most of it, anyway.” I dig in my pocket for the photo I’ve brought along of Sophie, and pass it to her. “This is your granddaughter.”


  She takes the picture from me and pores over it. “A granddaughter,” my mother repeats.


  “Sophie.”


  “She looks like you.”


  “And Eric. My fiancé.”


  I’d hoped that by seeing my mother some floodgate would open, and all the gaps in my mind would be filled with memory. I’d hoped that some reflex recollection would take over, so that when I heard her laugh or saw her smile or felt her touch, it would be familiar, instead of new. But after that initial embrace, we’ve gone back to what we really are: two people who have just met. We can’t rebuild our past, because we haven’t even leveled common ground.


  For years, I’d sketched my mother out in my mind by stealing bits and pieces of other people’s lives: a woman who stood in the town pool, coaxing her tiny daughter to jump off the side into her arms; a fairy-tale character who died tragically young; Meryl Streep in Sophie’s Choice. Any of those women, I would have known in an instant; I would have been able to fall into easy conversation. Any of those women would have known what I have been doing all my life. In none of my imaginings was my mother Spanish-speaking, or remarried, or awkward. In none of my imaginings was she a total stranger.


  When your mother is made out of dreams, anything real is bound to disappoint you.


  “When is the wedding?” she asks politely.


  “September.” At least, that was when it was supposed to be. I expected my father to give me away—before I learned he might be going to prison for not being able to do that in the first place.


  “Victor and I are celebrating our silver anniversary this year,” my mother says.


  “Did you have children?”


  She shakes her head. “I wasn’t able to.” My mother looks down at her hands. “Your father... did he remarry?”


  “No.”


  She lifts her gaze to mine. “How is Charles?”


  It is strange to hear him referred to by that other name. “He’s in jail,” I say bluntly.


  “I never asked for that. I’m not going to lie—there was a time I was so angry at him for taking you I would have willingly sent him to prison for life—but it’s been so long. The only thing I cared about, when the prosecutor called to tell me they’d found him, was you.”


  I picture her standing in the driveway of this house, even though I know it isn’t where I grew up. I imagine her expression at the moment she realizes I am not coming back. I see her face, but it has all of my own features.


  My mother looks at me, hard. “Do you... do you remember anything?” she asks. “From before?”


  “Sometimes I have dreams,” I say. “There’s one about a lemon tree. And one where I come into a kitchen with broken glass all over it.”


  My mother nods. “You were three,” she says. “That wasn’t a dream.”


  It is the first time someone has been able to confirm a memory that I couldn’t make sense of, and I feel my arms and legs go weak.


  “Your father and I, we had a fight that night,” my mother says. “We woke you up.”


  “Was I the reason you got divorced?”


  “You?” She seems surprised. “You were the best part of our marriage.”


  The question, now, is burning a path up my throat; the words come out like fire. “Is that why he took me?”


  Just then Victor enters the living room, carrying a tray. There is a pitcher of iced tea, and cookies the size of a baby’s palm, covered in powdered sugar. Under his arm is a shoebox. “I thought you might want this, too,” he says, and he hands it to her.


  She is embarrassed by it. “I thought it might not be the right time,” she tells him.


  “Why don’t you let Bethany decide that?”


  “It’s just some things I kept,” my mother explains, pulling the rubber band free. “I knew that one day I’d find you. But somehow, I always expected you to still be four years old.”


  There is a lacy christening cap, and the placard from the hospital bassinet with my name—my other name—written by a nurse in red ink, along with my weight: 6 lbs, 6 oz. A tiny china teacup with a chip in the handle. A square of paper with the carefully printed pencil letters of a child: I LV U.


  Proof, that once I did.


  The only other item in the box is a miniature patchwork quilt, made of triangles of red silk and orange shag and paisley print and sheer voile.


  My mother shakes this out over her lap. “I made this for you, when you were a baby, out of every bit of comfort I could find.” She touches the red silk. “This came from a slip that once was my grandmother’s. The orange was the throw rug from your father’s dorm room. The paisley, a maternity dress of mine. And the voile, that came from my wedding veil. You ate with it and slept with it and I had to force you not to bathe with it. You used to hide underneath it when you were afraid... like you thought it might make you disappear.”


  I had forgotten my blanket. I want to go home, I’d told him.


  We can’t, he said, but he didn’t tell me why.


  “I remember,” I say softly.


  I am four again: reaching up as she lifts me out of the bath; holding tight to cross a street; clutching this blanket with my fist. In a half hour my mother has managed to give me what my father couldn’t: my past.


  I reach across my mother’s lap to touch the blanket, wishing it still had the same magic powers that it used to, that I might press it to my cheek and rub the corner of it against my eyelids and know that everything is going to be all right by the time the sun comes up. “Mami,” I say, because that is what I used to call her.


  I may not know my mother yet, but we have this much in common: Neither of us, it turns out, has been the only one who lost someone she loved.


  ***


  It is strange, suddenly having a memory come back out of nowhere. You think you’re going crazy; you wonder where this recollection has been hiding all your life. You try to push it away, because you think you’ve hammered out the whole timeline of your life, but then you see that one extra moment, and suddenly you are breaking apart what you thought was a solid segment, and seeing it for what it is: just a string of events, shoulder to shoulder, and a gap where there is room for one more.


  There is so much I want to ask her; there are still so many questions.


  When I get back to the trailer, Fitz is fanning himself with the phone book and Sophie is asleep on the couch. “How did it go?” he asks.


  I have been thinking about what I should tell him—and Eric, for that matter. It’s not that I have anything to hide, but there’s something about talking about the fragile bridge my mother and I just built that in some way would diminish it. “She wasn’t who I wanted her to be,” I say carefully, “but that didn’t turn out as bad as I expected.”


  “What’s she like?”


  “She’s younger than my father. And she’s Mexican,” I tell him. “She grew up there.”


  Fitz laughs. “And to think, you failed Spanish.”


  “Shut up.”


  “Was she happy to see you?”


  “Yes.”


  He smiles a little. “And are you happy you saw her?”


  “It’s weird—not knowing anything about my own mother. But in a way, it’s okay, because she doesn’t really know anything about me. With my father, it was all imbalanced. He knew everything, and he kept it a secret.”


  “Grandpa tells me his secrets,” Sophie says, and we both look over toward the couch. She’s sitting up now, her face still rosy with sleep. “Is he here yet?”


  I sink down beside her and haul her onto my lap. There are so many times that I’ve been seized with a need to hold Sophie—after a particularly sappy movie, after a near-miss car accident in an ice storm, when I’m watching her sleep—what would it be like to have someone take that right away from me? “What secrets does Grandpa tell you?” I ask.


  “That he bought the cheap grapes at the supermarket, even though he told you they were the organic ones. And that he’s the one who put your white shirt in the washing machine and turned it pink.” She turns to me. “I don’t know if Grandpa’s going to fit in this house with the rest of us.”


  I look at Fitz. “Grandpa isn’t going to be staying with us,” I tell Sophie. “You know how the police came to the house the other day?”


  “You said they were playing a game.”


  “Well, it turns out that they weren’t, Soph. Grandpa made a big mistake, one that hurt a lot of people. And because of that, he has to go... he’s going to stay...” I try, but I cannot summon up the words.


  Fitz kneels in front of us. “You know how you got a Time Out when you threw the tennis ball in the living room and broke the window?” Sophie nods. “Your grandfather has to live for a while in a place where grown-ups go when they get Time Outs.”


  Sophie looks at me. “Did he break a window?”


  No, I think. Just my heart.


  “He broke the law,” Fitz says. “So for now, he has to stay in jail until a judge says he can leave.”


  Sophie considers this. “Bad guys go to jail. They wear handcuffs.”


  “He’s not wearing handcuffs and he’s not a bad guy,” I tell her.


  “What did he do?”


  “He took a little girl away from home,” I say.


  “Didn’t her mother tell her not to talk to strangers?”


  How do I tell Sophie that sometimes it’s not strangers that prey on us; it’s those we love who can do the most harm? “It happened a long time ago,” I explain. “And I was the little girl.”


  “But he was still your daddy, right?” Sophie shakes her head. “Daddies are allowed to take you places.”


  “Not this time.” I feel my throat close like a fist. “I didn’t get to see my mother, not for lots of years—and I really missed her.”


  “Why didn’t you just tell him you wanted to go home?”


  It is too complicated to explain it all to Sophie. That there were lies involved, and aliases. That people you love don’t usually come back from the dead. That I couldn’t tell my father I wanted to go home because I didn’t know I was missing.


  But now I do.


  ***


  On the drive back to the Madison Street Jail, I wonder if Sophie will remember this trip to Phoenix when she gets older. I wonder if she’ll be able to picture the short spikes of a prickly pear, like stubble on a woman’s leg; if she’ll know her grandmother; if she’ll have any memory of her grandfather before he was imprisoned.


  The truth is, she won’t have to.


  That is my job. What is a parent, really, but somebody who picks up the things a child leaves behind—a trail made of stripped-off clothing, orphaned shoes, tiny bright plastic game pieces, and nostalgia—and who hands back each of these when it’s needed?


  What is a parent but someone you trust to keep you safe, and to tell you the truth?


  I am pacing the small cubicle when my father is brought in to see me. I can’t look him in the eye, so I focus instead on the cut on his face, a fishhook that curves down the side of his cheek. I pick up the phone to talk to him. “Who hurt you?” I ask, swallowing.


  “It’ll be all right.” He touches his face gingerly. “I didn’t think you’d be coming back so soon.”


  “I didn’t think I would, either,” I say. “I’m sorry I missed your arraignment.”


  My father shrugs. “Plenty more where that came from,” he says. “Is it true, what Eric said? That you wanted me to plead not guilty?”


  “I love you,” I say, my eyes filling with tears. “I want you to do whatever it takes to get out of there.”


  He leans closer to the glass between us. “That’s exactly why I had to run away with you, Dee.”


  “See, I could almost believe that. Except, I went to see my mother today.”


  I watch his face go white. “How is she?”


  “Well, she’s practically a stranger,” I say.


  He splays his hand on the glass. “Delia—”


  “Don’t you mean Bethany?”


  Shock squeezes through the telephone connection between us, a static silence. “Did you really have that bad a life?” my father asks tightly.


  “I don’t know. I have no idea what it would have been like if I’d been brought up by my mother.” When he doesn’t answer, I keep talking. “Did you know she saved my baby blanket? The one with all the patches? The one that I wanted to go back for the day we left, but you wouldn’t let me? Did you know that she still celebrates my real birthday? I didn’t even do that, growing up.”


  My father sinks down heavily onto the stool in the booth.


  “Maybe you can tell me what I’m missing,” I say, my voice too high and thin. “Because the woman I spoke to was just as sorry as I was for having missed twenty-eight years.”


  “I’ll bet she’s sorry,” my father says, so quietly that I think I’ve misheard him.


  “What did she do to you?” I whisper. “What did she do that made you so angry you had to get revenge by kidnapping me?”


  “It wasn’t what she did to me,” my father answers. “It’s what she did to you.” A vein starts to throb in his temple. “We did go back for your blanket,” he says. “We walked into the house, and you tripped over your mother, who was lying on the floor, passed out cold. And I can tell you exactly what your life would have been like, if she was the one who brought you up. You would have had to make yourself breakfast before kindergarten, because your mother was too hung over to do it for you. You would have had to check the toilet tank, to throw out the vodka bottle that was hidden inside. You would have wondered why she couldn’t love you enough to want to stop. Your mother was a drunk, Delia. She couldn’t take care of herself, much less a baby. That’s the wonderful upbringing I took you away from. That’s the truth I lied about. That’s what I wanted you to miss.”


  I stumble backward, the telephone line stretching like an umbilicus. I have learned this lesson over and over doing search-and-rescue work: If you choose to go looking for something, you’d better be ready for whatever it is you find. Because it may not be what you’ve been expecting.


  “I gave you the mother you didn’t get,” my father pleads. “If I’d told you the truth—if I told you what she was really like—wouldn’t that have been worse than the way you lost her the first time?”


  For nearly a year after I was told about my mother’s death, I would run to the door every time the doorbell rang. I was certain that my father had gotten it wrong. That any moment my mother was going to show up so that we could live happily ever after.


  But she hadn’t. Not because she was dead, as my father had told me, but because she had never existed.


  I let the telephone receiver drop from my hand and turn around, away from the Plexiglas. I don’t look back at my father, not even when he starts screaming both of my names and a guard comes to take him away.


  ***


  I have never been a very good drunk. Even when I was a student at UNH, a few beers would make me sick and hard liquor only made me hyperaware, prone to wondering why the tables had been stained the color of hazelnuts and whether anyone ever bothered to clean the flies out of the ceiling fan in the ladies’ bathroom.


  I didn’t know for a long time that Eric was an alcoholic. When Eric drank, he became only more engaging and funny and amusing. He did it so seamlessly, in fact, that it took me several years to understand that the reason Eric always seemed to be the same person, whether he had a beer in his hand or not, was not because he didn’t get drunk, but because he was hardly ever sober.


  The life of the party who can build geometric carbon models out of toothpicks and maraschino cherries and get a whole bar full of Japanese tourists to join in singing “Yellow Submarine” becomes less charming when that same person forgets he is supposed to pick you up after work and lies about where he has been all night, and cannot hold a conversation in the morning unless he’s had some hair of the dog that bit him. I’ve hesitated this long to accept his marriage proposal because I didn’t want my child to grow up with a parent who is unreliable and selfish.


  So how can I blame my own father for feeling the same way?


  When I pull into my mother’s driveway again, I am so upset that I am shaking. My mother comes to the door mixing something in a mortar and pestle; it smells like rosemary. Her face lights up when she sees me. “Come on in.”


  “Is it true?”


  “Is what true?”


  “That you’re an alcoholic?”


  The smile dries on my mother’s face, paint peeling. She glances around the street to see who might have heard, and ushers me inside. There is a part of me dying to be told that this, like so many other things, is just another fabrication of my father’s. This is another step in his scheme to make me hate my mother, too.


  But she pushes her hair back from her face, tucks it behind her ears. “Yes,” she says bravely. “I am.” She folds her arms across her chest. “And I haven’t had a drink in twenty-six years.”


  An honest confession can slice the hardest heart in two. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “You didn’t ask,” my mother says quietly.


  But it is a lie, even if you don’t say it. It is a lie when you force a connection, because you so desperately want there to be one. It is a lie when you tell yourself that you will have lunches together and pass down secret recipes and do all the hundred other things that I have fantasized daughters do with their mothers, as if that might actually make us any less foreign to each other. No one gets to start where they left off; it just doesn’t work that way.


  She reaches for me, and when I back away, her eyes fill with tears. “You came here, and you were so happy to see me,” she says. “I thought if I told you, I’d lose you all over again.”


  “You let me think you were a victim,” I accuse.


  “I was,” my mother says. “I may not have been a perfect mother, but I was your mother, Beth. And I loved you.”


  Past tense.


  “That isn’t my name,” I say tightly, and this time, it is my decision to leave.


  ***


  Greta and I were once called during a blizzard to find a teenage girl who had left a suicide note and disappeared, leaving her single father in an absolute state of panic. It was down in Meredith, the Lakes Region. The local police had begun to search on a footprint trail, but the snow was falling so fast that her tracks vanished almost the moment they were located.


  Locals had been warned off the roads that night; the only vehicles I passed on my way there were plows and sanding trucks. When I arrived, I was taken to the girl’s father. He was rocking back and forth in an armchair, fist pressed to his mouth, as if he were afraid of the grief that might spill out. “Mr. Damato,” I asked, “does Maria have a special place? A spot she goes to when she wants to be alone?”


  He shook his head. “Nowhere I know.”


  “Can you show me her room?”


  He led me to the back of the house. The girl’s room was typical—twin bed, milk-crate bookshelves, laptop, lava lamp. But unlike most teenagers’ bedrooms, this one was spotless. The bed had been made, the papers cleared from the top of the desk. The clothes were all neatly hanging in the closet. The trash can had been dumped.


  Because Maria Damato had already done her wash, too, I scented Greta off a pair of shoes I found in her closet. Outside, the snow whistled and spun around us. Greta started out west, toward the road, and then veered into the woods. At points she had to leap snowdrifts; at other times I fell on my hands and knees in them. Every time I opened my mouth, I tasted ice.


  Two hours later Greta broke through the trees and began to tiptoe across the frozen flat of the lake. With all this snow, it did not look like a body of water, but instead a wide-open field. Snowflakes the size of quarters clotted on my lashes and lips, and gave Greta Groucho Marx eyebrows. The powder made the ice even more hazardous; we both went sprawling a few times. But finally Greta stopped and put her front paws on a mound that didn’t sink. She turned a small circle; did it again.


  I saw the girl’s hair first, frozen into jagged spikes. I rolled her over and immediately began to do artificial respiration, but she came up scratching like a cat. “Get off me, get off me!” she shrieked, and then she opened her eyes and started to sob.


  The EMT workers who met us at the lake said that the snow had acted as an insulator, keeping Maria alive longer than she might have been otherwise. Her father, who had been called with the good news, was waiting at the front door when we returned. Holding my arm for support, Maria took a tentative step toward her father. Suddenly, Greta stepped between them and growled low in her throat.


  “Greta,” I said, calling the dog off. But in that instant, I’d felt Maria relax. As if she’d been vindicated.


  Believe me, I have seen it all: from delicate boys with the faces of sprites who run from the teasing of bullies; to teens who climb to the top of water towers, intent on dying closer to Heaven; to the willow-thin girls who hide in the night from their mother’s boyfriends. My job, though, is to bring them home, not to judge the motives that made them run away. So that night, I returned Maria Damato to the custody of her grateful parent. I did what I was expected to do.


  A month later the detective on the case called to tell me that Maria had shot her father and then killed herself. I gave Greta an extra serving of Dog Chow that day, for understanding more than any human had. It just goes to show you: Sometimes knowing what’s right isn’t a rational decision, or even what works on paper. Sometimes leaving is the best course of action after all.


  ***


  When Sophie was two, Eric and I took her fishing. It was a lazy Sunday, and we were sitting on a dock on Goose Pond. Eric would thread a worm onto the hook and cast, then cup his hands around Sophie’s on the fishing rod. She had just learned the word fish, and when we pulled a trout or a bass out of the water, she’d clap her hands and say it over and over.


  To this day, I’m not sure how it happened. Eric had let go of Sophie to bait the hook, and I was pointing to the rainbow scales of the trout that we’d just released back into the cool, dark water. There was the tiniest splash, like a rock being skipped across the surface of the pond, and we both looked up to see that Sophie was gone.


  She wasn’t wearing a life jacket—she fought us like crazy when we tried to zip it up, and we’d rationalized with ourselves: With both of us watching her, what could go wrong? “Sophie?” Eric yelled, the ragged edge of panic serrating her name.


  I didn’t think, just jumped into the water fully clothed and opened my eyes. It was cloudy and my shoes kicked up sand from the bottom, but there was a flash of something bright, and I lunged for it.


  Sophie, who didn’t know how to swim, had sunk like a stone, and was drifting underneath the dock. I grabbed her by her shirt, yanked her over my head, handed her to Eric. He laid her out on the rough weathered boards while she sputtered and choked and I hauled myself out of the pond.


  She was too frightened to cry, and although it felt like a lifetime, the whole episode had lasted less than two minutes. The bright spot I’d seen under the water was a necklace my father had given her for her birthday—a silver star, to wish on.


  Sophie likes to hear the story of how we saved her life. She can repeat all the details, but they are trappings of a story we’ve seasoned to perfection over the years. She has no recollection of the incident firsthand, and Eric and I are both grateful for that. There are some things, I think, you’re better off not remembering.


  ***


  The back of the trailer park wedges wide into a dry, dusty vista, which is where Eric takes me to see the sunset: a fuchsia curtain being drawn down through the pleats of the mountains.


  He’s still dressed in a suit, but he’s loosened his tie. We watch the sky turn every watercolor shade of orange and purple, a painting too lovely to be real, while a few feet away, Sophie throws a tennis ball for Greta to chase. “I’ve been thinking that if law doesn’t pan out for me, I’m going to audition as a Phoenix weatherman. Look, I’ve got it down: Monday, 104 and sunny. Tuesday, 104 and sunny. Wednesday, a cool 102 and—”


  “Eric,” I say. “Stop.”


  He does, immediately. “I was only trying to cheer you up, Dee. Fitz tells me you had a hell of a day.”


  “You shouldn’t have let me miss the arraignment,” I reply.


  “It wasn’t my fault. They never even told me it was scheduled.” He slides an arm around my waist. “Tell me about your mother.”


  I watch a hawk spiral overhead, his talons ripping the fabric of the sky to show a star or two. The sunset reaches its death throes, an explosion of ginger and pink and night. “She’s an alcoholic,” I say finally.


  I can tell by the way he goes perfectly still that this is news for him. “Back then, too?” he asks.


  “Yeah.” I face him. “Do you think that’s why I fell in love with you?”


  “God, I hope not,” Eric laughs.


  “I’m serious. What if there was a part of me that couldn’t fix her, so I had to fix you?”


  Eric reaches for my shoulders. “You couldn’t even remember her, Dee.”


  There is no denying this. But was it because I couldn’t, or because I didn’t want to? Memory isn’t something that stays with you at all times. It’s a quantity that gets summoned or evoked or brought to mind. It gets carried to an arena for our viewing pleasure. By definition, then, there are times it must go missing.


  Or does it? When I used to complain about Eric’s drinking, he told me I was being unreasonable. One beer, and I couldn’t stand the smell on his breath. Now I wonder if this was some scent recollection, some unconscious understanding that a person who smelled of alcohol was bound to disappoint me.


  “I went to the jail today, too,” I say.


  “How’d that go?”


  “On a scale of one to ten?” I look up at him. “Minus four.”


  “Well, maybe this day wasn’t an entire wash. You might have found me an affirmative defense.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “If your father had a valid reason to take you—like that your mother’s drinking put you at risk—and he tried to get legal recourse but couldn’t, it might get him off the hook.”


  “Do you think it’ll work?”


  “It’s better than the defense I was planning on running,” Eric says.


  “Which was?”


  “You were actually abducted by Miss Scarlet, in the library, with the wrench.”


  I shake my head, but he’s managed to make me smile. When I think about my father, an ache rises like dough under my breastbone. I have not been fair to him; if anything, I’m guilty of the same offense: trying to keep the life we had from being ruined. Is it a crime when you love someone so much that you can’t stand the thought of them changing? Is it a crime when you love someone so much that you can’t see clearly?


  Beside me, Eric throws Greta’s tennis ball far over the scrub of the land. In the coming dark, his features are blurred. He could be anyone, and so could I.


  Elise


  You probably don’t remember this, but I once told you the story of the minute my mother died. I was sixteen, and miles away at the time—she was visiting her sister in Texas—but I woke up with a start at midnight to find her sitting on the edge of my bed with her hand touching my face. “Mami?” I whispered, and she disappeared, leaving behind a scent of tuberose so strong that in all the years since, I have never been able to scrub it from my own skin.


  The next morning my aunt called to tearfully tell me about the car accident, which happened at the exact moment I had awakened the night before. When I told her about my mother’s visit, it was no surprise to either of us. Ask any faithful Mexican and they will tell you what the brujas know: The dead come back to collect their footsteps.


  Over the years, sometimes, I thought I could feel you standing behind me. I was certain that I could feel the paintbrush tickle of your hand on the canvas of my palm. I would start to run the water in the bathtub and hear you laughing from the other side of the door.


  Each of these times I pretended it hadn’t happened. I’d close my eyes more tightly or increase the flow of the faucet or turn up the radio. I didn’t let myself admit that the only way I might see you, again, was in that last moment when you would be back to gather your footsteps like an armful of brilliant desert flowers, a consolation prize you would present to me in return for losing you forever.


  ***


  On December 9, 1531, the Blessed Virgin Mary appeared to an Indian named Juan Diego. A carpet of roses blossoming in the dead of winter and a Madonna with a coffee-colored face appearing on Juan Diego’s robe were enough further evidence to convince the local bishop to erect a shrine to Our Lady of Guadalupe.


  There are those who say Guadalupe is Tonantzin, an Aztec goddess who existed years before Juan Diego came along. The Spanish missionaries, knowing that she had quite a local following, baptized her into Christianity as Our Lady of Guadalupe. What they didn’t realize was that Tonantzin was a goddess who could take away sins through secret rituals performed by her priestesses—the brujería. The missionaries, basically, made it perfectly fine for Catholic Indians to go to Mass, but also visit a witch.


  My mother was a bruja, and I grew up watching her clients come for all sorts of spells—to guarantee healthy babies, to bless a new house, to keep a son from joining the armed forces. When she lit a red candle to Guadalupe and recited an Ave, Doña Tarano’s liver tumor miraculously shrank. When she prayed to Saint Catalina de Alejandría, a family on the brink of debt came into a windfall. Of course, brujas are also specialists in justice when someone’s wronged you. A curse from a bruja might punish a cheating husband, or unleash a rash on someone spreading gossip. People at the receiving end of a bruja’s curse understand that they have done something to deserve it; a hex only works on the guilty.


  My mother taught me how to lay an altar and choose a cuchillo; how to learn what a reading of los naipes might say about my life, but when I was younger, I cast spells only for myself. I never expected to be a bruja here in Phoenix, but word travels fast among the Mexican community, and people have need of a good witch every now and then. I found, too, that when I was working magic, I had to focus so hard that for those few minutes I stopped blaming myself for losing you.


  The day after you came to see me—one wonderful visit, then one awful one—I am having trouble concentrating on the client who is with me in my santuario. “Doña Vasquez,” Josephina asks, “did you hear what I just said?”


  This is what I wish I’d told you yesterday: I’m not the person I was then, any more than you are. I have waited twenty-eight years to see you; I can wait a little while longer.


  Please come back.


  “The spell isn’t working,” Josephina sighs.


  I have been trying to silence her roommate, a college girl from ASU who spread so many lies about Josephina sleeping around that her boyfriend broke up with her. I suggested a case of la lengua ardiente—the burning tongue—to teach the roommate a lesson. “Did you use the candle?”


  I had given Josephina one the last time she visited, black wax molded in the shape of a woman. “Yeah. I scratched her initials on the face, just like you told me, and I got that Ass-Kickin’ Hot Sauce from Uncle Tio’s Taco Palace, dipped the needle in it, and shoved it into the candle’s mouth.”


  “You lit it?”


  Josephina nods. “And I pictured her stupid horse face, like you said, and then blew the candle out. But she didn’t come by the next day to say that she was sorry. And if that’s not bad enough...” She lowers her voice. “Then I found a cobweb in the corner of my apartment, right after I cleaned.”


  Well, that changes everything. Finding a spider web in an otherwise spotless space is a sure sign that someone is trying to hex you. “Josephina, I think your roommate may just be a diablera.”


  Just as there are good witches—brujería—there are evil witches. Their hexes, unfortunately, can land squarely on the shoulders of those who’ve done nothing to deserve them.


  “Renee isn’t even Mexican,” Josephina says. “She’s from New Jersey.”


  “If she’s a diablera, she may just be telling you that to keep you off guard.”


  Josephina looks doubtful. “But... she has big hair.”


  I start to get up. “If you don’t want my help...”


  “No! I do. Really.”


  “All right. Take a tablespoon of graveyard dirt and a tablespoon of olive oil and mix the ingredients with the index finger of your left hand. Sprinkle this with black pepper. Then spread it on the picture of Renee in your college freshman face book and bury it in a cemetery.”


  Josephina looks up at me, wide-eyed. “What’ll happen to her?”


  “As the photo disintegrates, your roommate will feel more and more out of sorts. By the next full moon, she’ll apologize for saying anything bad about you and she’ll transfer to a college in a different state.”


  A bright smile breaks over Josephina’s face. She digs my fee—ten dollars—out of the front pocket of her jeans. “Thank you, Doña,” she gushes, just as Victor pokes his head in.


  He has never approved of my side career, no matter how many times I have tried to explain to him that this is not a job but a calling. After a while, I began to keep the practice hidden. It was not that I was trying to lie to my husband, it was simply easier for both of us to pretend that I wasn’t doing this anymore, even if we both knew better.


  “This is Josephina,” I say, introducing the girl to Victor. “She volunteers with me at the Science Museum.”


  Josephina thanks me again, and says she’s going to be late for a class if she doesn’t leave now. When Victor and I are alone, he puts his hands on my shoulders and kneads a bit. “How are you doing today?”


  After your second visit yesterday, when I cried for hours, he was the one who sat across from me, rationing Kleenex. It was partly for moral support, partly because he loves me, and partly to remind me that no matter what, I shouldn’t swallow my sorrow down with alcohol. “I’m okay,” I tell him. “For now.”


  “She’ll come around, Elise,” Victor assures me.


  You haven’t been in my life for twenty-eight years; why, then, after only an hour in your company, do I feel the absence so much more acutely?


  Victor strokes his hand over my hair. Sometimes I think that when I am hurt, he is the one who bears the pain. If you had grown up with me, this is one of the things I would have tried to teach you: Marry a man who loves you more than you love him. Because I have done both now, and when it is the other way around, there is no spell in the world that can even out the balance.


  ***


  The very first time I met your father, he tried to rescue me. I was working in the middle of nowhere, at a bar frequented by bikers—not clean-cut college boys with axle grease on their hands who wandered in, dazed, after their cars broke down. He saw me pinned against a wall by two Hell’s Angels while a third threw darts at me, and he launched himself at the big man.


  As it turned out, I wasn’t in trouble; the bikers were all regulars and we did this little dog-and-pony show every now and then. But I fell in love with Charlie at that moment. It wasn’t his golden good looks, or his attempt at heroism that sent my head spinning; it was the fact that he believed I was worth saving.


  I was one of the ghosthood of Mexican-Americans who lurked in the background of other people’s lives—as chambermaids and busboys and gardeners. The only reason I was a bartender was because I could not sew a straight seam, so taking in piecework was not an option. Besides, I liked bartending. The yeasty smell of beer rising from the catch below the tap made me think of places where wheat grew, places I’d never been. Every time one of my customers got up and walked out the door, I let a little piece of me go with him. I thought that at this rate, sooner or later, I could vanish completely.


  I gave your father a free drink, to thank him for trying to save me. I don’t think he noticed that my hands were shaking, spilling beer all over the bar. Charlie pointed to my jeans, which were covered with couplets from poetry that I’d read. I collected words the way some people collected shells or butterfly specimens. “I’d rather learn from one bird how to sing,” he read aloud, but the rest of the e.e. cummings phrase snaked under my thigh, hidden.


  “Than teach ten thousand stars how not to dance,” I finished.


  “Why is that written on your leg?”


  “Because,” I said, “I ran out of room on my jacket.”


  “You must be an English major.”


  “English majors smoke clove cigarettes and say things like deconstruction and onomatopoeia just to hear the sound of their voices.”


  He started to laugh. “You’re right. I used to date an English major. She was always looking at things like laundry in a dryer, or toast, and trying to relate them to the subtext of Paradise Lost.”


  I knew men. My mother had taught me how to read the sentences they did not say out loud, how to wear a red cord tied around my left wrist to keep away the ones who only saw you as a single step, rather than a destination. I could tell by the bitter almond smell that rose off a man’s skin whether he had cheated on his partners in the past. But the men I had known were like me—boys who had grown up dreaming in Spanish, boys who believed you could light a red candle for a dose of luck, boys who knew that a man who spoke ill of his girlfriend might find his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth when he awakened. Men like Charlie, on the other hand, went to universities and wrestled with mathematical theorems and combined chemicals to watch them rise in lovely clouds of invisible gas. Men like Charlie were not meant for girls like me.


  “If you’re not an English major,” he asked, “then what do you do?”


  I looked at him as if he were crazy—did he not see the four walls of this squat building around me? Did he think I was here because I liked the view? But I wanted him to know that there was more to me than just this job. I wanted him to think I was mysterious and different and anyone except the person I really was: a Mexican girl who did not live in the same world as people like him. So I took my deck of cards out from beneath the counter. “I read los naipes.”


  “Tarot?” he said. “I don’t buy that stuff.”


  “Then you have nothing to lose.” I opened the wooden box that held my deck and removed them, as usual, with my left hand. Then I said an Ave, and looked up at him. “Don’t you want to know if you’ll get your wish?”


  “What wish?”


  “That,” I told him, “is up to you.”


  He smiled so slowly that I had to look down. “All right then. Tell me my future.”


  I had him cut the deck three times, for the Holy Trinity, and hand them back to me. Then I laid out nine cards: four in the shape of the Cross, five and six balanced below the arms of it, seven at the base, eight tipped on its side at the very bottom, and the last card smack in the center of them all. “The first card,” I said, turning it over, “shows your state of mind.” It was the Seven of Wands.


  “God, I hope it means money. Especially if it’s my engine that’s dead.”


  “It’s a message,” I told him. “It says that the truth can’t stay hidden forever. These next three cards will tell you who’s going to help you figure it out.”


  I flipped them over. “This is interesting. The Lovers, well, that’s just what you’d think—a happy couple. Some sort of romantic relationship is going to be instrumental in helping you get what you want. The Strength card isn’t as good as it sounds—it tells you not to take on more than you can handle. But I think that the Chariot cancels that out, because it’s powerful, and means you’re going to ultimately have good luck.”


  I turned over cards five and six. “The Eight of Wands is a warning against ugly actions that might destroy you... and this card, the Hanged Man... have you been committing any crimes lately? Because that’s usually what this represents—someone who better mend his ways, or God will get him even if the law doesn’t.”


  “I jaywalked yesterday,” Charlie said.


  Cards seven and eight were the enemies plotting against him. “These are both great cards,” I said. “This is a child who’s important to you, and who brings balance to your life.”


  “I don’t really know any kids.”


  “A brother or sister?” I asked. “No nieces, nephews?”


  “Not even a cousin.”


  I started scrubbing down the bar, although it was perfectly clean. “Then maybe it’s yours,” I said. “Sometime.”


  His hand crossed the wood, fingered the card. “What’s she going to look like?”


  The suit was Cups. “Light-skinned and dark-haired.”


  “Like you,” he said.


  I blushed, and busied myself by turning over the last card. “This lets you know if your wish will come true, or if all those other things will get in the way.”


  The card was the Seven of Cups—a wedding or alliance he would regret for the rest of his life. “So?” Charlie asked, and his voice rang with the future. “Do I get what I want?”


  “Absolutely,” I lied, and then I leaned across the bar and kissed him over the map of our lives.


  ***


  I never forgot you.


  I have boxes, somewhere in the crawl space of the garage, full of the Christmas gifts and birthday presents you weren’t here to open—stuffed animals and charm bracelets, sequined slippers and dress-up clothes that would have fit you way back when. Once Victor realized that I was still buying for you, he got upset—it wasn’t healthy, he told me—and he made me promise I would stop. Not everyone understands how you can spin two lassos at the same time, one of hope and one of grief.


  When the elementary school you might have attended held its fifth-grade send-off, I went to the auditorium and listened to everyone else’s children dream of what they might grow up to be: a paleontologist, a recording star, the first astronaut to walk on Mars. I imagined you wearing braids, although that would have been too babyish a style for you by then. I celebrated your sweet sixteen at the Biltmore, where I made the penguin-breasted waiter serve tea for two, although you were not sitting across from me.


  I never stopped hoping that you’d come home, but I did stop expecting it. Having your breath freeze up every time the doorbell chimes or the phone rings takes its toll on a person, and whether it is conscious or not, you eventually make the decision to divide your life in half—before and after—with loss being that tight bubble in the middle. You can move around in spite of it; you can laugh and smile and carry on with your life, but all it takes is one slow range of motion, a doubling over, to be fully aware of the empty space at your center.


  ***


  When you love someone more than he loves you, you’ll do anything to switch the scales. You dress the way you think he’d like you to dress. You pick up his favorite figures of expression. You tell yourself that if you re-create yourself in his image, then he will crave you the same way you crave him.


  Maybe you understand what happened between me and Charlie better than anyone else would—when you are told you’re someone you aren’t, over and over, you begin to believe it. You live that life. But you are wearing a mask, one that might slip if you aren’t careful. You wonder what he will do when he finds out. You know you are bound to disappoint him.


  There was a moment, I admit, where I thought I had made him love me as much as I needed him to. When you were about eighteen months old, I got pregnant again. Charlie would sneak out of work during his lunch break and come home to me; he’d rest his head on my belly. Matthew Matthews, he’d say, trying names on for size to make me laugh. Banjo. Sprocket. No, Cortisone. Cort for short. He’d bring me little gifts from the pharmacy: chocolate candy bars, cocoa butter, butterfly hair clips.


  I was twenty-one weeks along when my membranes ruptured. The baby was perfect—a little boy, the size of a human heart. I developed an infection; started bleeding. I was taken back to the OR, and given a hysterectomy. The doctors used words like uterine atony and artery ligation, disseminated intravascular coagulation, but all I heard was that I couldn’t have any more children. I knew, even if no one was willing to say it to me, that this had been my fault, some fatal flaw in me. And when I came home from the hospital, I realized that Charlie knew this, too. He couldn’t stand to look at me. He spent more and more time in the office. He took you with him.


  I drank a lot before I met your father, but I honestly think it took that miscarriage to make me an alcoholic. I drank until I didn’t see the regret in Charlie’s eyes. I drank until even he could plainly see that I was a failure. I drank until I couldn’t feel anything, most of all his touch. I think there was a part of me that knew if I drove him away, I would never have to say I’d been left behind.


  But mostly I drank because that was when I could feel your baby brother, swimming through me like a silver fish. I didn’t know until it was too late that trying to hold on to the baby I’d lost was going to cost me the child I already had.


  I can’t remember the moment I understood that I had to turn my life around, but I do know why. I was terrified that the detective assigned to your case would call me with news, and I’d be passed out. Or that—miracle—you’d show up at my door when I was out on a bender. What hurts the most, after all this time, is realizing that you had to disappear before I could find myself. Two years after you were gone, I was completely sober, and I’ve never strayed since.


  The detective who was assigned to your kidnapping retired in 1990. He lives on a houseboat in Lake Powell. He sends Christmas cards, with pictures of himself and his wife. He was the one who called me to tell me you’d been found. But before the phone rang that morning, I had already opened a carton of eggs to find them all upended and cracked; I had seen a line of fire ants spell out your initials on my driveway. By the time Detective LeGrande called, I already knew what he was going to say.


  ***


  There is one reading of los naipas that a person can do for herself: El Evangelio. It involves spreading fourteen cards in the outline of the Gospel and then five more in the shape of the Cross. The first time I ever did El Evangelio, I was learning to read the cards at my mother’s side. For many years, I stopped doing it altogether, because too often the Fool card came up in places I did not want to see it. But after you disappeared, I spread the cards every Sunday night. And every time, the same two major Arcana would appear somewhere in the Cross. Number fourteen, Temperance, warned of rash actions I’d regret for the rest of my life; number fifteen, the Devil, said that someone had been lying to me.


  After Detective LeGrande called, I took out los naipas. It was not a Sunday evening, and it was not in my santuario, just across the kitchen table. As always, the Devil and Temperance popped up in the Cross. But this time there were two other cards that I hadn’t seen there before. The Star, which is the most potent card in the Tarot deck, and neutralizes the other cards around it. Set next to the Devil, like so, it meant that my old enemy was about to pay. From this day forth, your father would be powerless.


  The other card was the Ace of Wands, which any novice bruja will tell you stands for chaos.


  ***


  You have my hair, and my smile. You also have my stubbornness. It’s a little like having your past self come calling, and wishing you could warn yourself about what will happen.


  You told me what you remembered about your childhood, but you didn’t ask me what I remember. If you had, I would have said everything—from the moment you arrived in this world and curled stiff as a snail against the overwashed cotton of my hospital gown, to the licorice twist of your braids beneath my fingers, to the way I went to kiss you before you left with Charlie for your weekend visitation, so sloppy and sure of myself that when I missed your cheek and landed on air I stupidly assumed I would have a thousand more chances to get it right.


  ***


  After you vanished, I went to Mexico to visit a bruja with whom my mother had studied. She lived in a cottage with three blue iguanas who had the run of the house, and who were rumored to be former men who had treated her badly. I went on June 13, the feast of San Antonio de Padua. Her waiting room was packed with the needy, who shared their sad stories to pass the time: a woman who had left her grandmother’s diamond ring in a public restroom; an elderly man who had misplaced the deed to his house; a child clutching a Perro Perdido flyer with a photo of a hot-eyed hound; a priest whose faith had gone off course. I waited silently, watching the red roosters peck at kernels of corn in her front yard. When it was my turn, I went into the santuario and handed the bruja the requisite small statue of San Antonio, along with my written description of what I had lost.


  She whispered a prayer and wrapped the statue in the paper. She tied it with red string. “A hundred pesos,” she said. I paid her, and then drove north, pulling over at the first body of water I could find. I threw the package as far as I could into the reservoir, and waited until I thought it might have sunk to the bottom.


  San Antonio is the patron saint of things that have gone missing. Make an offering on his feast day, and what’s lost will be back in your possession within a year. Unless, that is, it has been destroyed.


  I went to that Mexican bruja every June until she died, and asked for the same spell each time. Year after year, when you were not returned to me, I never blamed her or San Antonio. I thought it was my fault; something I had left out or gotten wrong in the written description of you, which grew longer every year—from paragraph to epic poem to masterpiece. I would spend the following three hundred and sixty-four days crafting the note I would bring to the bruja the next time around, if you still hadn’t turned up.


  Although that bruja is long dead, I think I finally know what I should have written. Twenty-eight years is a long time to think about why I loved you, and it’s not for the reasons I first assumed: because you swam in the space below my heart; or because you stanched the youth I was bleeding out daily; or because one day you might take care of me when I couldn’t take care of myself. Love is not an equation, as your father once wanted me to believe. It’s not a contract, and it’s not a happy ending. It is the slate under the chalk and the ground buildings rise from and the oxygen in the air. It is the place I come back to, no matter where I’ve been headed. I loved you, Bethany, because you were the one relationship I never had to earn. You arrived in this world loving me more, even when I did not deserve it.


  IV
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  Sometimes it is necessary


  To reteach a thing its loveliness.


  —Galway Kinnell, “St. Francis and the Sow”


  Eric


  When I was thirteen years old I met the perfect girl. She was nearly as tall as I was, with cornsilk hair and eyes the color of thunderstorms. Her name was Sondra. She smelled like lazy summer Sundays—mowed grass and sprinklers—and I found myself edging closer to her whenever I could, just to breathe in deeply.


  I imagined things in Sondra’s company that I’d never bothered to imagine before: what it would feel like to walk barefoot on a volcano; how to find the patience to count all the stars; whether it physically hurt to grow old. I wondered about kissing: which way to turn my head, if her lips would save the impression of mine, the way my pillow always knew how to come back to the curve of my head night after night.


  I didn’t talk to her, because this was all so much bigger than words.


  I was walking beside Sondra when she suddenly turned into a rabbit and hopped away, disappearing underneath the hedge in the front of my house.


  The next morning when I woke up from my dream, it didn’t matter that this girl had never existed, that I had been unconscious when I had conjured her. I found myself crying when I took the milk out of the refrigerator for my cereal; it was all I could do to get from one minute to the next. I spent hours sitting on the lawn, trying to find a rabbit in our shrubbery.


  Sometimes we don’t know we’re dreaming; we can’t even fathom that we’re asleep.


  I still think of her, every now and then.


  ***


  Our first week in Arizona passes slowly. I immerse myself in state case law; I wade through the prosecution’s discovery. The environment seems to stir something up in Delia, who starts remembering more and more about her childhood—snippets that usually make her cry. She summons the courage to go visit her father a couple more times; she takes long walks with Sophie and Greta.


  One morning I wake up to find Ruthann’s trailer on fire. Smoke rolls over the roof in a thick gray cloud as I burst through the front door, yelling for my daughter, who spends more time over there than she does with us these days. But there are no flames inside, not even any smoke. And Sophie and Ruthann are nowhere to be found.


  I run around to the yard behind the trailer. Ruthann sits on a stump; Sophie’s at her feet. The plume of gray smoke I saw in the front of the house comes from a small campfire. Set in its center are two cinder blocks with a thin, flat stone balanced on top. A bead of water on the hot stone spits and dances. Ruthann does not look up at me, but takes a bowl filled with blue batter and ladles a spoonful onto the stone. She uses the flat of her hand to spread the batter as thin as it will go, pressing her palm down on the searing surface.


  As the batter solidifies into a circle, Ruthann takes an onion-skin-thin tortilla from a plate beside her and settles it on top of the one still cooking on the stone. She folds in the sides and then rolls from the bottom up, making a hollow tube that she passes over to me. “An Egg McMuffin it’s not,” she says.


  It looks, and tastes, like pale blue tracing paper. It sticks to the roof of my mouth. “What’s in it?”


  “Blue corn, rabbit-ear sage, water. Oh, and ashes,” Ruthann adds. “Piki is an acquired taste.”


  But my daughter—the one who will eat macaroni and cheese only if the noodles are straight, not curly, who insists that I cut the crusts off her peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and slice on the diagonal, instead of the half—is stuffing this piki in her mouth as if it’s candy.


  “Siwa helped me grind the cornmeal yesterday,” Ruthann says.


  “Siwa means Sophie,” Sophie adds.


  “It means youngest sister,” Ruthann corrects, “but that’s still you.” She spreads another circle of batter on the burning stone with her bare hand, lets it set, and flips it over in a seamless motion.


  “Finish telling me the story, Ruthann.” Sophie looks over her shoulder at me. “You interrupted.”


  “Sorry.”


  “It’s about a rabbit who got too hot.”


  Sondra, I think.


  Ruthann folds up another piece of piki and rolls it in a paper towel, handing it to Sophie. “Where did I leave off?”


  “In the Great Heat,” Sophie says, settling down cross-legged in front of Ruthann. “The animals were all droopy.”


  “Yes, and Sikyátavo, Rabbit, was worst of all. His fur was matted with red dirt from the desert. His eyes were so dry they burned. He wanted to teach the sun a lesson.”


  She folds another cone of piki. “So Rabbit ran off to the edge of the world where every morning, Sun came up. He practiced with his bow and arrow the whole way. But when he got there, Sun had left the sky. Rabbit thought that was cowardly, but he decided to wait for Sun to return the next day. Sun, though, had seen Rabbit practicing and decided to have a little fun with him. Back in those days, you see, Sun didn’t come up slowly like he does now. He’d burst into the sky with one leap. So the next day, Sun rolled far away from where he usually jumped into the sky and then leaped up. By the time Rabbit got his bow and arrow together, Sun was already so high he couldn’t be touched. Rabbit stamped his foot and shouted, but Sun only laughed.


  “One morning,” Ruthann continues, “Sun got careless. He jumped more slowly than usual, and Rabbit’s arrow plunged into his side. Rabbit was delighted! He’d shot the Sun! But when he looked up again he saw how flames bled from the wound. Suddenly the whole world seemed to be on fire.”


  She stands up. “Rabbit ran to a cottonwood, and a greasewood tree, but neither one would hide him—they were too afraid of being burned to a crisp. Suddenly he heard a voice calling to him: ‘Sikyátavo! Under me! Hurry!’ It was a small green bush with flowers like cotton. Rabbit ducked beneath it, just as the flames leaped over the bush. Everything crackled and hissed, and then went quiet.” Ruthann looks at Sophie. “The earth all around was black and burnt, but the fire was gone. And the little bush that had saved Rabbit wasn’t green anymore, but a deep yellow. Even today, that kind of bush grows green, and then turns yellow when it feels the sun.”


  “What happened to Rabbit?” Sophie asks.


  “He was never the same. He has brown spots on his fur, from where the fire burned him. And he’s not so tough anymore, you know. He runs away and hides, instead of putting up a fight. Sun isn’t the same, either,” Ruthann says. “He makes himself so bright that no one can look at him long enough to shoot straight.”


  Ruthann cracks her knuckles; silver and turquoise rings wink like fireflies. “Let’s clean up,” she says to Sophie, “and then if your dad says it’s okay, you can come with me to the garage sale around the corner and scope out inventory.”


  Sophie runs into the house, leaving me alone with Ruthann. “You don’t have to keep her with you.”


  “It’s good to have a child to tell a story to.”


  “Do you have any of your own?”


  The lines of Ruth’s face carve deeper. “I had a daughter once.”


  Maybe we can all be divided along this rift: Those who have been lucky enough to keep our children, and those who have had them taken away from us. Before I can find the appropriate response, Sophie comes out of the house, dragging a bucket of sand behind her. She pours it onto the fire, banking the embers, a small cloud of soot sighing up around her knees.


  “Soph,” I say, “if you can be a good girl, you can stay with Ruthann a little longer.”


  “Of course she can be good,” Ruthann says. “Where I come from, on Second Mesa, our grandmothers give us our names, and our grandfathers give us our manners. The ones who aren’t good don’t have grandfathers to tell them how to behave. And you have a grandfather, don’t you, Siwa?” She hands Sophie the bowl of leftover batter. “Kitchen sink,” she instructs.


  The sun has risen high enough to gnaw on the back of my neck. I think of Rabbit, and his arrow. “Thanks, Ruthann.”


  She gives me a half smile. “Watch your aim, Sikyátavo,” she warns, and she follows Sophie inside.


  ***


  In 1977, in Arizona, a man could squirrel his daughter away to another part of the country and it was considered kidnapping. By 1978 the laws had changed, and that same man, for the same act, would be charged with custodial interference—a lesser felony. “Jesus, Andrew,” I murmur, poring over the books in my borrowed conference room at Hamilton, Hamilton. “Couldn’t you have waited a few months?” Frustrated, I pick up one of the law books and whip it across the room, narrowly missing Chris as he walks in.


  “What’s the matter with you?” he asks.


  “My client is an idiot.”


  “Of course he is. If he wasn’t, he wouldn’t need a lawyer.” Chris sits down and leans back in the chair across from me. “Boy, did you miss out last night, bud. Picture a natural redhead named Lotus, following me into the men’s room at The Frantic Gecko to demonstrate how flexible a yoga instructor can actually be. And she had a friend who could lift her wineglass with her foot.” He smiles. “I know, I know. You’re practically married. But still. You got any Tylenol?”


  I shake my head.


  “Then I definitely need coffee. You take cream or sugar?”


  “I don’t drink—”


  “Coming right up,” he says, and he leaves.


  I break out in a sweat, imagining already what it will be like to have a cup sitting on the table a few inches from me, steaming and fragrant. What most people don’t understand is the interstitial space between lifting that mug and emptying its contents in the sink. In that instant, which is only as long as a thought, need can grow to such enormous proportions that it muscles reason out of the way, and before you know it, I am lifting the drink to my mouth.


  To drive my mind away from this, I start to flip through the pages of Arizona statutes to see if there’s an affirmative defense for kidnapping, and finally find the paragraph I am looking for.


  §13–417. Necessity defense. Conduct that would otherwise constitute an offense is justified if a reasonable person was compelled to engage in the proscribed conduct and the person had no reasonable alternative to avoid imminent public or private injury greater than the injury that might reasonably result from the person’s own conduct.


  Or in other words: I had to do it.


  Having an alcoholic wife isn’t a reason to steal a child. However, if I can prove that Elise was an alcoholic, that she couldn’t care for the child, that a call was made to protective services or the police, and that they didn’t respond adequately; well, then Andrew has a shot at acquittal. A jury might be convinced that Andrew had exhausted all other possible options, that he had no choice but to take his daughter and run... provided, first, that Andrew can convince me.


  Chris walks into the conference room. “Here you go,” he says, sliding the mug across the table. “The breakfast of champions. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to find a physician to surgically remove my head.”


  After he leaves, I walk toward the steaming mug. It has been years since I’ve taken a sip, and I can still taste the beautiful bitter of it. I inhale deeply. Then I dump the coffee—china mug and all—into the trash.


  ***


  The detention officer manning the visiting area at the jail nods at me. “Take any empty one,” he says. It’s a quiet morning; the doors are all shut, and the lights are off. I open the first door on the right and turn on the light—only to find an inmate with his striped pants down around his ankles, screwing his attorney on top of the Formica conference table. “Sonofabitch,” the guy says, his hand reaching to pull up his shorts. The woman blinks in the sudden light and tugs her pencil skirt down, knocking over a box full of files.


  “Let me guess,” I say cheerfully to the lawyer. “Pro boner work?”


  With an apology, I settle myself into the next room to wait for Andrew. He comes in as I’m still picturing the attorney next door—a pubic defender, I guess you’d call her—and smiling. “What’s so funny?” Andrew asks.


  It is the kind of story that, a week ago, I would have told him over dessert. But Andrew is dressed in the same stripes and pink thermals as the man next door, and that is sobering. “Nothing.” I clear my throat. “Look, we need to talk about your case.”


  There is a right way and a wrong way to go about presenting an affirmative defense to a client. You basically explain where the escape hatch is and then say, “Hmm, if you had a ladder to get up there, you’d be home free”—hoping like hell that your client will be bright enough to then volunteer that he does indeed have a ladder hidden away in his breast pocket. The fact that a ladder can’t possibly fit in his breast pocket or that he never in his life owned a ladder is not nearly as important as the fact that he tells you, flat out, that he is in possession of one. As the attorney, all you need to do is hint to the jury about the ladder, you don’t have to physically present it.


  Sometimes the client gets what you’re trying to do, sometimes he doesn’t. At best, you are leading your star witness; at worst, you are suggesting that he lie to you so that you have some semblance of a defense.


  “Andrew,” I say carefully, “I’ve been looking at the charges that were filed against you, and there is a defense that we might be able to use. Basically, it means saying that things were so bad in the household that you had no other alternative but to do what you did, which is take Delia away. The thing is, for this defense to apply... you also have to show that you had no alternative legal means of solving the problem.” I give Andrew a moment to let this all sink in. “Delia told me that your ex-wife is an alcoholic. Maybe that impaired her ability to function as a good mother... ?”


  Slowly, Andrew nods.


  “Maybe you felt you deserved custody of Delia, because of this... ?”


  “Well, wouldn’t you have—”


  I hold up a hand. “Did you call the police? Or child protective services? A social worker? Did you try to get your custody agreement revisited in court?”


  Andrew shifts in his seat. “I thought about it, but then I realized it wasn’t a good idea.”


  My heart sinks. “Why not?”


  “You saw that assault conviction the prosecutor had—”


  “What the hell was that all about, anyway?”


  He shrugs. “Nothing. A stupid bar fight. But I wound up in jail overnight because of it. Back then, the courts automatically gave custody to a mother even when the father had a spotless background. If you had a strike against you already, well, you might as well kiss your kid good-bye.” He looks up at me. “I was scared that if I went to complain about Elise, they’d look up my record and decide I shouldn’t even have visitation anymore, much less full custody.”


  The necessity defense implies there was no legal alternative remaining, but this is not the scenario Andrew’s painted. He didn’t even try a legal route before exacting his own vigilante justice. But instead of telling him how damaging this is to his case, I just nod. The first rule of defense law is to keep your client believing that there is always a light at the end of the tunnel, a slim possibility for a better outcome.


  When you get right down to it, the relationship between a defendant and a lawyer is not all that different from the one between a child and an alcoholic parent.


  “It’s not like I didn’t try,” Andrew says. “I spent months following the rules. Even the day I left, I took her home first.”


  My head snaps up; this is news to me. “You what?”


  “Beth had forgotten this blanket she used to take everywhere, and I knew she’d be miserable all weekend without it. So we went back. The place was a mess—the kitchen was piled high with dishes, and food was rotting on the counter; the refrigerator was empty.”


  “Where was Elise?”


  “In the living room, out cold.”


  I have a sudden mental picture of the woman, lying facedown with her arm trailing off the couch and the sweet curl of bourbon soaking into the cushions where the bottle has spilled. But in my picture the woman doesn’t have black hair, like Elise Vasquez did when I saw her in court. She is a blonde, and she is wearing a pair of orange Capri pants that were my mother’s favorite.


  All of the memories I have of my mother smell like alcohol—even the good ones, when she was bending down to kiss me good night, or straightening my tie before my high school graduation. Her disease was a perfume, one I used to lean into when I was a child and one I itched for when I was an adult. If you ask me for five concrete recollections from when I was a kid, chances are that three of them will involve some fiasco based on my mother’s drinking: the time it was her turn to be Den Mother and the Boy Scout troop arrived to find her completely lit and dancing in her underwear; the track championship she slept through; the sting of her hand on my face when she actually wanted to punish herself.


  These memories are the pillars I built my life on. But hiding behind them are the other memories, the ones that peek out only when I let down my guard: the hazy afternoon my mother and I sat with our heads bent over the sidewalk, watching ants construct a mobile city. Her voice, off-key, singing me awake in the morning. The summer days when she staked trash bags on the lawn and ran a hose, a makeshift Slip-N-Slide for the two of us. Her inconsistency, in a better light, became spontaneity. You cannot hate someone until you know what it might be like to love them.


  Was having an occasional mother better than not having one at all?


  Andrew has read my mind. “You know what that’s like for a kid, Eric. If it had been up to you, would you have wanted a household like the one you grew up in?”


  No. I didn’t want to grow up in a household like mine, but I did. And I hadn’t wanted to turn out just like my mother, either, but I had. “What did you do?” I ask.


  “I took Delia, and left.”


  “I meant before that. Did you bother to see whether your ex-wife was all right? Did you call anyone to take care of her?”


  “She wasn’t my responsibility anymore.”


  “Why not? Because you had a piece of paper saying you’d gotten divorced?”


  “Because I’d done it a thousand times before,” Andrew says. “Are you defending me, or Elise? For God’s sake, Delia was in the very same situation when she got pregnant, except you were the one lying drunk on the floor.”


  “But she didn’t run away from me,” I point out. “She waited for me to get my head straight. So don’t even begin to compare your situation to hers, Andrew, because Delia’s a better person than you ever were.”


  A muscle tics in Andrew’s jaw. “Yeah. I guess whoever raised her must have really known what he was doing.” He stands up and walks out of the conference room, beckoning to an officer to take him back to the safety of his cell.


  ***


  Delia calls me on my cell phone while I am driving back to Hamilton, Hamilton. “Guess what,” she says. “I got a phone call from that prosecutor, Ellen...”


  “Emma.”


  “Whatever.” I can hear the smile in her voice. “She asked to meet with me, and I told her I had a spot in my calendar between Hell Freezing Over and Not in This Lifetime. Where are you, anyway?”


  “I’m on my way back from the jail.”


  There is a silence. “So how is he?”


  “Great,” I say, adding a lift to my voice. “We’ve totally got this under control.” My cell phone beeps, another incoming call. “Hang on, Dee,” I tell her, and I switch over. “Talcott.”


  “It’s Chris. Where are you?”


  I look over my shoulder at the merging traffic. “Headed onto Route Ten.”


  “Well, get off it,” he says. “You need to go back.”


  The hair stands up on the back of my neck. “What happened to Andrew?”


  “Nothing that I know of. But you just got some mail from Emma Wasserstein. She’s filed a motion to remove you as counsel.”


  “On what grounds?”


  “Witness tampering,” Chris says. “She thinks you’re feeding information to Delia.”


  I slam down the phone, cursing, and it rings immediately; I’ve forgotten that Delia was on the other line. “What else did you say to the prosecutor?” I ask.


  “Nothing. She was trying to do the buddy thing, you know, but I wasn’t falling for it. She said she wanted to meet with me, and I refused. She pumped me for information about my father.”


  I swallow. “What did you say?”


  “That it wasn’t any of her business, and that if she was fishing for information about him she’d have to talk to you, just like I do.”


  Oh, shit.


  “Who called?” Delia asks. “Who was on the other line?”


  “A courtesy call from Verizon,” I lie.


  “You were on for a long time.”


  “Well, they were being very courteous.”


  “Eric,” Delia asks, “did my father say anything else about me?”


  Her question is clear as a bell; the cell phone reception is crystalline. But I hold the phone away from my ear. I make static noises. “Dee, can you hear me? I’m going under some power lines....”


  “Eric?”


  “I’m losing you,” I say, and I hang up while she is still talking.


  ***


  In the motion filed by Emma Wasserstein, Delia is referred to as the victim. Every time I read the word, I think how much she would hate that. Chris, Emma, and I sit in Judge Noble’s chambers, waiting for His Honor to speak. Massive and formidable, he is busy spreading peanut butter on a cheese sandwich. “Do I look fat to you, Counselor?” the judge asks, although the question is directed at none of us in particular.


  “Robust,” Emma answers.


  “Healthy,” Chris adds.


  Judge Noble pauses his knife and looks up at me. “Generous,” I suggest.


  “You wish, Mr. Talcott,” the judge says. “I don’t understand this whole good cholesterol, bad cholesterol thing. And I sure as hell don’t understand why, if I’m going to eat a sandwich, I have to have a quarter of a teaspoon of peanut butter to go with it.” He takes a bite and grimaces. “You know why I’m going to lose weight on the Zone diet? Because no one in their right mind would eat any of this crap.” He takes a deep, rumbling breath and shifts in his chair. “I don’t normally hold hearings during my lunch hour, but I’m going to suggest to my wife that perhaps I should. Because frankly, I find the subject of this motion so unpalatable that it has nearly ruined my appetite entirely. Why, if I got a dozen motions like this a day, my abs would look like Brad Pitt’s.”


  “Your Honor,” Chris says quickly, intercepting.


  “Sit down, Mr. Hamilton. This isn’t about you, and much to my chagrin, Mr. Talcott apparently has a mind of his own.” The judge levels his gaze at me. “Counselor, as I’m sure you’re aware, witness tampering is one of the biggest ethical violations you can make as a defense attorney, one that will get your pro hac vice revoked and your ass kicked out of Arizona and most likely every other Bar association in this country.”


  “Absolutely, Judge Noble,” I agree. “But Ms. Wasserstein’s allegations are false.”


  The judge frowns. “Are you or are you not engaged to your client’s daughter?”


  “I am, Your Honor.”


  “Well, maybe in New Hampshire you’ve all intermarried so much that everyone’s a cousin, and there aren’t enough nonrelated attorneys to go around for your clients, but here in Arizona, we do things a little differently.”


  “Your Honor, it’s true that I have a personal relationship with Delia Hopkins. But it will not affect this case in any capacity, in spite of Ms. Wasserstein’s specious allegations. Yes, Delia asks me about her father—but it’s how he looks, and if he’s being treated all right—questions that would be important on a personal level, and not a professional one.”


  “We could ask Delia to corroborate that,” Emma says tartly, “but she’s probably already been coached in what to say.”


  I turn to the judge. “Your Honor, I’ll give you my word, and if that’s not good enough, I’ll swear under oath that I’m not violating any ethical measures here. If anything, I have even more responsibility to my client, because I’m trying to keep his daughter’s best interests a priority as well.”


  Emma folds her arms above the shelf of her belly. “You’re too close to this case to do a decent job.”


  “That’s ridiculous,” I argue. “That’s like saying that you can’t try a child kidnapping case because you’re about to drop your own baby any second, and your emotions might keep you from being objective. But if I said that out loud, I’d be skating on pretty thin ice, wouldn’t I? You’d accuse me of being prejudicial and sexist and outright anachronistic, wouldn’t you?”


  “All right, Mr. Talcott, shut your mouth before I wire your jaw closed for you,” Judge Noble orders. “I’m making a finding on this right now. Your first obligation is to your client, not your fiancée. However, the State has to show me that you’re actively engaging in witness tampering for me to actually remove you from this case, and Ms. Wasserstein has not proven that... yet. So you may remain Andrew Hopkins’s attorney, Mr. Talcott, but make no mistake—every time you come into my courtroom, I’m going to be watching you. Every time you open your mouth, I’m going to be caressing my Rules of Professional Conduct. And if you make one wrong move, I’m going to refer you to the State Conduct Committee so fast you won’t know what hit you.” He picks up his jar of peanut butter. “Oh, hell,” Judge Noble says, and he sticks two fingers into the Jif and scoops out a dollop to eat. “Adjourned.”


  When Emma Wasserstein gets up and drops her papers all over the floor, I lean down to grab them for her. “Watch your back, you hick,” she murmurs.


  I straighten. “Excuse me?”


  The judge watches us over the rim of his glasses. “I said, Nice comeback, Eric,” Emma replies, and she smiles and waddles out of the room.


  ***


  When I get home, Sophie is in the front yard, painting a prickly pear cactus pink. Her hands are small enough to weave the brush between the spines. I am sure that in this state, what she’s doing is probably a felony, but frankly I am not in the mood to take any more family members onto my caseload. I pull the car up beside our elongated tin can and step out into the searing heat. Ruthann and Delia sit on nylon-woven folding chairs in the dust between our trailers, and Greta is sprawled in an exhausted puddle close to the paint can. “Why is Sophie painting the cactus?”


  Delia shrugs. “Because it wanted to be pink.”


  “Ah.” I squat down next to Sophie. “Who told you that?”


  “Duh,” Sophie says, with the kind of ennui that only four-year-olds can pull off. “Magdelena.”


  “Magdelena?”


  “The cactus.” She points to a saguaro a few feet to the left. “That’s Rufus, and the little one with a white beard is Papa Joe.”


  I turn to Ruthann. “You name your cacti?”


  “Of course not... their parents do.” She winks at me. “There’s cold tea inside, if you want some.”


  I walk into her trailer and feel my way through the cabinets, past buttons and beads and rawhide-tied bundles of dried herbs, until I find a clean jelly jar. The pitcher of tea sweats on the counter; I fill my glass to the brim and am about to take a sip when the phone rings. After a moment I find the receiver under a stack of brown bananas. “Hello?”


  “Is Ruthann Masáwistiwa there?” a voice asks.


  “Just a sec. Who’s calling?”


  “The Virginia Piper Cancer Center.”


  Cancer Center? I step to the door of the trailer. “Ruthann, it’s for you.”


  She is wielding the paintbrush for Sophie, trying to work color under the tight armpit of the cactus. “Take a message, Sikyátavo. I’m busy with Picasso, here.”


  “I think they really need to speak to you.”


  She gives Sophie the paintbrush and steps into the trailer, letting the screen door slam behind her. I hold out the phone. “It’s the hospital,” I say quietly.


  She looks at me for a long moment. “Wrong number,” she barks into the receiver, and then punches the off button. I am quite certain that she doesn’t realize she’s folded her arm like a bird’s wing, tucked over her left breast.


  We all have our secrets, I suppose.


  She keeps staring at me, until I incline my head just the tiniest bit, a promise to keep her confidence. When the phone rings again, she leans over and pulls the cord out of the wall. “Wrong number,” she says.


  “Yes,” I say quietly. “It happens all the time to me.”


  ***


  The McCormick Railroad Park is not crowded by the time we get there, just before sunset. With its combination playground-carousel-miniature-steam-engine ride, the sprawling recreational area is a hot spot for the kindergarten set. Delia invites Fitz to come along; and I invite Ruthann, who pulls her junk-lined trench coat out of her cavernous purse and begins to solicit her resale wares to tired mothers.


  I wait on the sidelines as Fitz and Delia take Sophie onto the carousel. She scrambles up onto a white horse with its neck straining forward. “Come on,” Fitz yells to me. “What have you got to lose?”


  “My dignity?”


  Fitz swings onto a powder pink pony. “A guy who’s secure in his manhood wouldn’t be sitting out there like a loser.”


  I laugh. “Yeah, and do you want me to hold your purse while you’re on the ride?”


  Sophie fidgets on top of her horse as Delia tries to strap her in. “Nobody else has to wear the seat belt,” she complains. Delia chooses a black stallion beside Fitz’s. I listen as the music tinkles to life and the carousel begins to vibrate.


  I won’t admit this to any of them, but carousels scare the hell out of me. That calliope melody, and the way all the carved wooden horses seem to be in great pain—their eyes rolling wild, their yellow teeth bared, their bodies straining. As the carousel turns, the mirrored pillar in the center winks. Sophie comes into view and waves to me. Behind her, Delia and Fitz pretend to be jockeys, leaning forward on their horses.


  The acne-pitted kid manning the controls flips the switch, and the carousel begins to wheeze to a stop. Sophie leans forward, caressing the plaster mane. Fitz and Delia appear again, standing up in the stirrups for a last stretch at the brass ring. They’re batting at each other’s hands and laughing. There’s an S-curved steel bar at the top of the carousel that makes one of their horses rise as the other falls. It looks like they’re moving separately, but they’re not.


  ***


  Two days later I land in the office of Sheriff Jack: head of the Maricopa County Jail system and general media hound, with a personality so colorful he could give up his day job and become a disco strobe light. Everything I’ve heard about him is, regretfully, true, from the spittoon that he keeps on his desk (and uses liberally) to the framed photos of himself with every living Republican president to the bologna sandwich he himself eats for lunch, along with his prisoners. “Let me get this straight,” he says, his amusement booming from beneath his bristled mustache, “your client refuses to see you?”


  “Yes, sir,” I say.


  “But you wouldn’t take no for an answer.”


  I shift on my chair. “I’m afraid not, sir.”


  “And Sergeant Concannon says that you...” He looks down at a piece of paper in front of him. “Sweet-talked her in an effort to get access to the inmate’s pod.” He glances up. “Sweet-talked?”


  “She’s a very handsome woman,” I say, swallowing.


  “She’s a hell of a detention officer, but she’s about as pretty as the business end of a donkey. A man less tolerant than myself might consider that sexual harassment.”


  The last thing I need is to have Sheriff Jack calling Judge Noble and having a little chat. “Well, sir,” I say, “I find older women attractive. Especially those who are... diamonds in the rough.”


  “Sergeant Concannon’s so rough the carbons are still forming. Try again, boy.”


  “Did I mention I have a friend who’s a journalist from New Hampshire’s largest paper, who’d like to write about you?” I will pay Fitz, if I have to. Hugely.


  Sheriff Jack laughs out loud. “I like you, Talcott.”


  I smile politely. “About my client, sir.”


  “Sheriff Jack,” he corrects. “What about him?”


  “If I could just be brought up to his cell, even for five minutes, I think I could convince him that he ought to sit down with me for the sake of his own case.”


  “We don’t allow attorneys into the pods. Unless, of course, they’re criminals.” He thinks for a second. “Maybe we should put the attorneys in the pods.”


  “Sheriff.” I meet his gaze. “I’d really like to have the opportunity to speak to Andrew Hopkins.”


  There is a beat of silence. “A journalist, you said?”


  “Award-winning,” I lie.


  He gets to his feet. “Oh, hell. I need a good laugh.”


  Sheriff Jack himself escorts me to the elevator, up to the second floor. This is different from the visitation room; here, a central control tower monitors four spider arms that house the inmates. There are locks everywhere.


  Everyone knows who Sheriff Jack is—as we walk through the halls, detention officers greet him, but even more impressively, so do the inmates. “Yo, yo, Sea Rag,” he says, as we pass a man who is being signed into his pod again.


  “’Sup, Dawg,” the man replies, grinning.


  Sheriff Jack turns to me proudly. “I speak it all. Ebonics, Spanish, you name it. I can say Get your ass in line in six different languages.”


  He puts his hand on a doorknob that buzzes, and then opens. Another inmate, this one wearing a pink tank top, slouches on a chair with his nose buried in The Fountainhead. Up and down his arms words are tattooed: Weiss Macht. “Put your shirt on,” Sheriff Jack orders.


  We walk down a hallway that opens into a large, two-tiered room. Each side of the square holds an enclosed pod—barred cells on top, a common area on bottom. What it resembles—what a jail always resembles—is a human zoo. The animals are busy doing their own thing—sleeping, eating, socializing. Some of them notice me, some of them choose not to. It’s really the only power they have left.


  Sheriff Jack walks up into the control tower while I wait at the bottom of the stairs. A pair of black inmates start rapping, putting on a show for me.


  I’m the O.G. Mr. Wop


  On the trigga nonstop


  Bust a cap on a cop


  And watch his punk ass drop.


  A 187 that’s what it was


  Greetin’ all homies with the word of Cuzz


  I was dressed in blue


  Since the age of two


  Down for my ’hood


  ’Cause it’s the thing to do.


  To their right, an old man with white hair cascading past his shoulders is making elaborate hand motions to catch the attention of one of the detention officers. Behind the glass, his frail arm movements look like a modern dance performance.


  Suddenly the sheriff is standing next to me again. “The good news is, your client isn’t in there.”


  “Where is he?”


  Sheriff Jack smiles. “Well, that’s the bad news, boy. Disciplinary segregation.”


  ***


  Disciplinary segregation is on level three, house two, in pods A and D. Andrew knows I am coming before he sees me; prisoners can sniff out lawyers at a distance, and my arrival has created a hum in the air. He stands with his back deliberately toward me as I am led to his cell. “I don’t want to speak to him, Sergeant Doucette,” he tells the detention officer.


  She looks at me, bored. “He doesn’t want to speak to you.”


  I stare at Andrew’s back. “Well, that’s fine by me. Because God knows I don’t feel like hearing what the hell landed you in lockdown.”


  He turns around and stares at me for a long moment. “Let him in.”


  Sheriff Jack has said nothing about me being let into a cell; I can see the detention officer thinking the same thing. If Andrew and I are going to have a traditional attorney/client visit, it is supposed to be upstairs in one of the conference rooms. Finally, she shrugs—if one lawyer gets strangled by his own client, the detention officers would probably consider it a good start. When she opens the barred slider, it grates, like fingernails on a blackboard. I step into the tiny space, and Doucette rams the door home behind me.


  Immediately, I jump. Even knowing I can leave at any time, it’s uncomfortable; there is barely enough room for one man, much less two. Andrew sits down on the bunk, leaving me a small stool. “What are you doing in here?” I ask quietly.


  “Self-preservation.”


  “I’m just trying to save you, too.”


  “Are you sure about that?” Andrew says.


  Time is elastic, in jail. It can stretch to the length of a highway; it can beat like a pulse. It can expand, a sponge, thick enough to make the few inches between two people feel like a continent. “I shouldn’t have gotten angry at you the other day,” I admit. “This case isn’t about me.”


  “I think we both know that’s a lie,” Andrew says.


  He is right, on all counts. I am an alcoholic, representing a man who ran away from one. I am the child of an alcoholic, who didn’t get to escape.


  But I’m also a father who wonders what I’d do in the same situation. I’m a victim of my own mistakes, holding fast to a second chance.


  I glance around the tiny Spartan room where Andrew has come for protection. We do all kinds of things to safeguard ourselves: lie to the people we love; split hairs to justify our actions; take punishment instead of waiting for it to be given to us. Andrew may be the one who’s been charged, but we are both being tried.


  I hold his gaze. “Andrew,” I say soberly, “let’s start over.”


  Andrew


  In jail, a black inmate will call a white inmate peckerwood, cracker, honky, redneck. He’ll call a Mexican a spic.


  A white inmate will call a black inmate a nigger, a monkey, a spook, a toad. He’ll call a Mexican a beaner.


  A Mexican will call a black inmate miyate, which means big black bean; or yanta, tire; or terron, shark. He’ll call a white inmate a gringo.


  In jail, everyone comes with a label. It’s up to you to peel it off.


  ***


  The maximum security pod is made up of fifteen cells—five white, five Hispanic, four black, and the one that holds Concise and me. Considering themselves at a disadvantage, the blacks begin a campaign to get me traded for someone with the right color skin. They stand at the entrance to the dayroom, waiting for an officer to come in on his habitual twenty-five-minute walk, to plead their case.


  I wander around the dayroom, not really fitting anywhere. The television is tuned to C-SPAN, one of the five channels we are allowed, and a reporter is discussing the good fortune of turkeys. “Presidentially pardoned turkeys have reason to give thanks today,” the woman says. “Animal welfare activists at PETA said on Monday that Frying Pan Park in Herndon, Virginia, has promised better treatment of Katie, the female pardoned by President Bush as part of last November’s holiday tradition. The second turkey pardoned died last week, after living in substandard conditions.”


  Elephant Mike, the Aryan Brotherhood probate in control in Sticks’s absence, turns up the volume. Enormous and muscular, with a shaved head and a spider tattooed onto the back of his scalp, he was one of the henchmen who came with Sticks to attack me in the bathroom. “Hey, what’s the address for PETA?” he says. “Maybe they can get us better conditions.”


  The reporter beams at the camera. “Katie will be given a heated coop, more straw for bedding, extra vegetables and fruit, and some chickens in her pen for mental stimulation.”


  Elephant Mike crosses his arms. “Look at that. For stimulation, they get chicks, and we get spics.”


  A Mexican stands up and walks past Elephant Mike, kicks his chair. “Gringo,” he mutters. “Chinga su madre.”


  As I walk past Elephant Mike, he grabs my shirt. “Sticks wanted me to give you a message.” I don’t bother asking how Sticks, a whole floor away from us and in lockdown twenty-three hours out of the day, might be able to get word to Elephant Mike. There are ways to communicate in jail, from talking through the ventilation ducts in the bathrooms to slipping a note to someone at an AA meeting who will carry it elsewhere. “In here, you stick with your own kind.”


  “I thought I made it pretty clear that you aren’t my kind,” I reply.


  “I’m telling you this for your own protection.”


  Without responding, I start to walk away. I take two steps, and then find myself flattened against the wall. “At any minute, a fight might break out, and when that happens, you don’t want to be beside a guy who may turn on you. All’s I’m saying is, you’re asking to get yourself in a wreck if you don’t get it right, Grandpa.”


  A voice comes over the intercom. “Mike, what are you doing?” the detention officer asks.


  “Dancing,” he says, letting go of me.


  The officer sighs. “Stick to the waltz.”


  Elephant Mike shoves me and walks off.


  I clench my fists so that no one will realize my hands are shaking. If this were any ordinary Thursday, I would have gotten to my office by eight-thirty. I would have called over to Wexton Farms—the assisted living community—to see if there was anything I needed to know about—recently hospitalized people, delays in the transit shuttle, dietary restrictions. I would have checked with the kitchen to see what was on the menu for the day and welcomed the day’s entertainment—a lecturer from Dartmouth or a watercolor artist, sharing his or her passion with the seniors. I would have procrastinated by looking up news stories on the Internet about you and Greta and your rescues; I would have dusted off the picture of Sophie sitting on the corner of my desk. I would spend the day with people who valued whatever time they had left, instead of people who bitterly counted it down.


  I head up the stairs to the cell. Concise is huddled on the floor around a cardboard box where he keeps his canteen possessions. At the sound of my footsteps he shoves what looks like a piece of bread underneath the bottom bunk. “I’m busy in here. Step.”


  It smells like oranges in the cell. “What do you know about Elephant Mike?”


  Concise glances at me. “He think he’s some tank boss but he’s just doin’ a mud check. You know, see if you stick up for yourself, or put grass under you.” He seems to remember that he is not supposed to be helping me, but rather doing his best to get me into another cell. “If the dawgs find you in here, you gonna be hemmed up.”


  I look down at my feet and pick up a Jolly Rancher wrapper, and begin to flatten it between my palms. “Don’t cap it tight,” I say.


  When he turns around, I shrug. “Moonshine. That’s what you’re making, isn’t it?” Bread, oranges, hard candy—it wouldn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out the chemical reaction Concise is aiming for.


  “Do your own time, not mine,” Concise scowls, and he busies himself under the bunk again.


  Taking my towel with me, I head toward the bathroom. The shower stalls are empty at this time of day; Emeril is about to come on the Food Network and it is the one program that all races agree upon. I turn the corner and find Elephant Mike standing against the bathroom wall with his pants down around his knees, his eyes rolled toward the ceiling.


  I recognize the boy kneeling in front of him, too. He calls himself Clutch and is barely old enough to grow a beard. No doubt, like me, he received Sticks’s and Elephant Mike’s warning, and was offered their protection, for a price. The currency of which I’ve interrupted.


  A flush works its way up from my neck. “Sorry,” I manage, and I leave the bathroom as fast as possible.


  On the television, Emeril throws garlic into a sizzling pan. “Bam!” he yells. I sit in the back of the dayroom and pretend to watch the TV, although I do not see a thing.


  ***


  If you pay Sheriff Jack thirty dollars up front, you are allowed the privilege of using the canteen. Funds for these luxury items are deducted from your account. A dollar-fifty, for example, will buy you either a bottle of shampoo or a twenty-ounce soda. You can buy soap that is like lye and rubs your skin raw. You can buy antihistamine and poker cards and a Spanish-English dictionary. You can buy Moon Pies and Paydays and Pop-Tarts and trail mix. Tuna, toothbrushes, a thesaurus.


  Sometimes I read the canteen order form, and think about who purchases what. I want to know who asks for Vicks VapoRub, if it reminds him of his childhood. I wonder who would order an eraser, rather than learn from his mistakes. Or, even worse, a mirror.


  They sell artificial tears, too, but it’s hard to conceive of an inmate who doesn’t have enough of his own.


  ***


  I share a toilet with a drug dealer. I have done business with a thrice-convicted rapist: three packages of cookies in return for a deck of cards. I have settled down to watch Thursday night TV beside a man who killed his wife and cut her into pieces with a Ginsu knife, stuffed the body parts into a truck tool box, and left it in the desert.


  Just last year, I gave Sophie the stranger talk: don’t take candy from someone unfamiliar; don’t ever get into anyone’s car except ours; don’t talk to people you do not know. Sophie, who was born in a small New Hampshire town where folks knew her by name when she walked down the street, couldn’t understand the warnings. “How do you know who’s a bad man?” she asked. “Can you tell just by looking?”


  What I should have told her at the time was: Yes, but you have to be watching at just the right moment. Because the same man who robs a general store at knifepoint might, at a traffic light, turn and smile. The guy who raped a thirteen-year-old girl might be singing hymns beside you at church. The father who kidnapped his daughter might be living right next door.


  Bad is not an absolute, but a relative term. Ask the robber who used the cash he stole to feed his infant; the rapist who was sexually abused as a child; the kidnapper who truly believed he was saving a life. And just because you break the law doesn’t mean you have intentionally crossed the line into evil. Sometimes the line creeps up on you, and before you know it, you’re standing on the other side.


  Off to the right, I hear someone taking a leak. It is underscored by the scrip-scrip sound of a weapon being honed on the cement floor—a toothbrush or a wheelchair spoke being sharpened into a shank. There’s weeping, too, coming from Clutch, in the cell beside ours. He has cried every night since he’s been here, into his pillow, pretending no one can hear. Even more amazing, the rest of us pretend that we don’t.


  “Concise,” I whisper quietly.


  “Yo,” he says.


  I realize that I don’t really have a question to ask him. I just wanted to see if he is still awake, like me.


  ***


  You come to visit me almost every day. We sit one pane of glass apart from each other, reworking the clay of our relationship. You would think that the conversations at a jail visit are grave and furious, packed with the emotion that comes when you don’t see someone for twenty-three hours a day, but in fact what we talk about are the details. I soak up the descriptions of Sophie, making breakfast for herself by putting the entire box of oatmeal into the microwave. I picture the trailer where you are living, the inside as pink as a mouth. I listen to an account of Greta having her first run-in with a common snake. You hold up pictures that Sophie’s drawn, so I can see the stick-figure family and my crayoned place in it.


  For you, too, it is all about the specifics of a world you can barely remember being a part of. Sometimes I tell you incidents that stand out in your childhood; sometimes you have precise questions. One afternoon you ask me about your real birthday. “It’s June 5,” I say. “The silver lining is that you’re almost a whole year younger than you think.”


  “I can’t remember my birthdays,” you muse. “I thought all kids remembered their birthdays.”


  “You had parties. Pretty standard stuff: movies, bowling, goody bags.”


  “What about when I lived here?”


  “Well,” I hedge. “You were little. We didn’t make a big deal about it.”


  You frown, concentrating. “I can picture a cake. It’s on a tablecloth I don’t remember us having in New Hampshire.” You look up at me, triumphant with recollection. “It fell on the floor, and I cried because we didn’t get to eat it.”


  That is the version that I fed to you, when it happened. “We had some of your nursery school friends over for your birthday,” I say carefully. “Your mother had been drinking. She was singing and dancing and making a scene, and I told her to stop it. ‘It’s a party,’ she said. ‘That’s what people do at parties.’ I told her to go lie down, that I would take care of everything. She picked up the cake and threw it on the floor, and said that if she was leaving, then the party was over.”


  You look at me, stricken; and immediately I’m sorry I brought this up.


  “She didn’t know what she was doing back then,” I say. “She—”


  “How can you defend her?” you interrupt. “If Eric had ever... if he’d...” You fall silent, a puzzle coming together. Along with your chin and dimples, did I give you the tendency to fall for someone dysfunctional? Would this gene be passed along to Sophie, too?


  “I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” you whisper.


  “Okay,” I say. “Okay.”


  I watch you sitting on the stool, bowed by the weight of what you’re starting to remember, crushed by the episodes you don’t. In this new place we’ve found, sometimes there aren’t words, because the truth can be even more difficult than the lies. I lift my palm to the glass, pretending that it would be that easy to touch you. You lift yours, too, spread your fingers—a starfish. I picture the thousands of streets we have crossed, hand-in-hand. Of the high-fives we’ve exchanged after high school track meets and breathless father-daughter three-legged races. Sometimes I think my whole life has been about holding on to you.


  A poem circulating around D-block:


  A boy was born with skin pure white,


  He loved to fuck and he loved to fight.


  He was raised in the right way,


  Stood up for his race day after day.


  When he grew up and became a man,


  He got sentenced to do life in the pen.


  During his sentencing he stood straight and tall,


  He told the judge, “I’ll do it all!”


  So when he went down to hit the yard


  Others tried him, and they tried him hard.


  He never once lost a fight to another race,


  When he walked by them, they gave him his space.


  The off-brands didn’t like this a bit,


  So they all got together and put out a hit.


  The following day five of them tried,


  When the fighting was over, all five had died.


  All the woods got together and decorated the yard


  With bodies of off-brands and more than one guard.


  The Warden tried to stop them, but peed down his leg,


  All the fellas laughed and made the punk beg.


  The Governor called in the National Guard,


  The assholes came in to shoot woods on the yard.


  They walked up to this man and saw how he was lying,


  It was apparent to all that he wasn’t done dying.


  The strangest thing was, he was full of bullet holes


  But not a drop of blood present from his head to his toes.


  He looked up then and started to laugh,


  He laughed at the soldiers and the prison staff.


  “Why can’t you see that I am a saint?


  White’s made by God, all others ain’t.


  The reason you don’t see any blood on my hide


  Is my heart pumps nothing but PURE WHITE PRIDE!”


  On the rec yard, we sort by color; two or three men per group. The blacks play basketball; the whites stand at the far wall; the Mexicans huddle diagonally across from them. The yard isn’t really a yard, more an enclosed paved square. The ceiling on top protects inmates from the fierce heat during the summer; the Swiss-cheese holes in the far wall let the fresh air and the sun stream in. Someone has hung an enormous flag from the ceiling of the jail; it blocks part of the light.


  There is one guard for thirty men; he can’t see everything. For this reason, the rec yard is one of the prime places for a deal to go down. Cigarettes are bought surreptitiously—both real stuff and makeshift: lettuce leaves or potato peels rolled up in pages of the Bible. The inmates who have a drug trade going make their pitches out here, too. Drugs are the only reason the colors have to interact; looking for speed is called “chasing the dragon.” As I am watching, a white called Chromedome makes a sale to a Mexican. He takes a Sharpie marker out of his pocket and removes the tip of it, so that the buyer can inspect the goods. I’m close enough to smell the pungent vinegar scent of the black tar heroin he’s got hidden inside.


  Clutch, the kid, straggles at the edges of the whites like an unraveling thread. He is pale and skinny, with crooked buck teeth and freckles. His eyes are locked on the basketball game. From time to time his feet move in an imaginary play.


  One of the blacks dives for a loose ball, but misses. It rolls against the wall by the DO’s foot, and passes by in front of me. Clutch bends down and palms the basketball, spins it on one finger. He dribbles twice, the ball rising up to meet his hand magnetically.


  “Fool, give us the ball,” says Blue Loc, one of the dominant blacks in the pod. Concise stands with his hands on his hips, sweating hard.


  Clutch glances around, but he doesn’t relinquish the ball. When Elephant Mike walks to the perimeter of the game, Blue Loc says, “Tell your sister he betta act right foe he git smacked right.”


  Mike stands toe-to-toe with Blue Loc. “Since when do you tell me what to do?”


  The detention officer approaches. “Break it up,” he says.


  “Man, we just flowin’...” Blue Loc replies.


  Elephant Mike knocks the ball out of Clutch’s hands. “Go wash up. You ain’t touching me with those hands until you scrub off the spook that’s all over you.”


  The ball bounces toward Concise, but I intercept it. I toss it quickly at Clutch, who automatically catches it and goes for the three-point shot. When it swishes through the net, he grins, the first time I have seen the kid smile in three days.


  “It’s a game,” I say. “Let him rotate in.”


  Blue Loc comes forward. “You talkin’ to me?”


  Concise turns to him. “Yo, lay offa da pipe, cuzz. Jus’ let’s go.”


  The play resumes, harder and faster. The detention officer goes back to his spot along the wall. When Elephant Mike walks away, Clutch looks at me. “Why did you stick up for me?”


  I shrug. “Because you didn’t do it yourself.”


  ***


  Garnering respect is the same across races: Never break weak. Back the play of your brothers. Never let a woman in on the real deal. Stand strong in the face of adversity. Get one over on the system at every opportunity.


  Have heart.


  Keep your word, because it’s the only thing you’ve got in here.


  ***


  Concise is testing his hooch. As far as I can tell, he has several different bottles in various stages of fermentation; I suppose this way he can be sure of a steady income. “Do you ever think about what’s going on outside?” I ask.


  He looks over his shoulder. “I know what’s goin’ on outside. Bunch of fools watching ESPN and gettin’ in each other’s business.”


  “I mean outside outside. In the real world.”


  Concise sits down, his arms balanced on his knees. “This is the real world, cuzz. Why you think we keep comin’ back to it?”


  Before I can answer, Clutch appears in the entry to our cell. He is holding a bottle of shampoo and quivering from head to toe. “What’s wrong?” I ask.


  He looks like he is going to throw up. “I can’t,” he blurts out, and suddenly I see Elephant Mike standing behind him.


  Mike grabs the bottle from Clutch and squeezes, so that human feces sprays all over me. “You want to be a nigger so bad, rub this into your skin.”


  It is in my hair, my mouth, my eyes. I gasp, trying to breathe around the awful smell of it, wiping it off me and then holding out my hands, covered with shit. Concise jumps Elephant Mike, as the detention officers rush into the cell. They pull Concise off Mike and throw him down into the mess on the floor. “Stupid move, Concise,” the officer yells. “You’re one D away from being reclassified into close custody.”


  Another detention officer grabs my arm and steers me out of the cell. “You need to be decontaminated,” she says. “I’ll bring you stripes.” I turn around and see, over my shoulder, the first guard shove his knee into Concise’s back to handcuff him.


  They think Concise did this to me, I realize—a black guy trying to make his white cellie so unhappy that he’d beg to be transferred out. They assume that Elephant Mike, the same race as me, is there because he’s come to my rescue.


  “Wait,” I say, as the guard pulls me away. “Mike did it!”


  Concise, hauled to his feet, swings a heavy head toward me. His eyes are slitted; his jaw clenched.


  “Ask Clutch,” I call out, and as I am shoved toward the shower, I see the boy’s head turn at the sound of his name.


  ***


  These are the words we use to refer to one another: Forty Ounce, Baby G, Buddha, C Bone. Half Dead, Deuce, Trigga, Tastee Freak. Preacher, Snowman, Floater, Alley Cat, Huero, Demon, Little Man, Tavo, Thumper. Bow Wow, Pinhead, Boo Boo, Ichabod. Chicago Bob, Pit Bull, Slim Jim, Die Hard.


  In jail, everyone reinvents himself. You would never call a guy by any name except the one he gives you. Otherwise, you might remind him of the person he used to be.


  ***


  Afterward, there is a pall cast over the pod. At lights out there is hardly any conversation. Concise lies on the top bunk. “Mike’s on the loaf for a week,” he says.


  The loaf is a punishment, a severe form of disciplinary segregation. In addition to being separated and locked down and stripped of privileges, inmates are fed a brick of cuisine that has everything mashed into it—all food groups and a drink. It is the penalty for assaulting staff, for having a shank found on you, for throwing blood or bodily fluids.


  “What happened?” I ask.


  Concise rolls over. “Clutch backed you up. I figure he’s countin’ down the seven days along with Mike. Because on Day Eight you can bet he be gettin’ hammered.”


  In this society, telling the truth is not rewarded, but lying to the right people is.


  “The DO said that you could get reclassified,” I say after a minute.


  Concise sighs. “Yeah, well, whatever. They caught me cookin’ up some stuff a couple times when they tossed my cell.”


  To be moved into close custody is a bigger deal than he is letting on. Cellmates are housed alone and in lockdown for twenty-three hours a day, and worst of all, if you get convicted, the prison usually upholds whatever classification you had in jail.


  “First thing in the mornin’, you outta here,” Concise says. “Clutch got an extra bunk in his cell, now. I don’t need this grief.”


  A few minutes later, Concise begins to snore. I close my eyes and try to listen to the sounds in the jail. It takes me a while to realize what’s missing: For the first night since he’s been here, Clutch isn’t crying himself to sleep.


  ***


  “Stripes!” Every morning we get a laundry call, the DO in charge swapping our towels and shorts or sheets or stripes for fresh replacements. As I walk down to the pod slider to make the exchange, I glance into Clutch’s cell and see him still asleep, curled on his side in bed with the blanket pulled up to his face. “Clutch,” I hear over the intercom. “Clutch, rise and shine.”


  When he doesn’t come out, the officer goes to his cell. “Clutch,” I hear the DO say, and then she calls for medical assistance.


  There is a lockdown while the paramedics come. They cannot perform CPR; it is impossible to dislodge the sock that Clutch has stuck so far down his throat. He is pronounced dead by one of the jail shrinks.


  They carry Clutch’s body past our cell on a stretcher. “What was his name?” I ask the EMTs, but they don’t answer. “What was his real name?” I yell. “Doesn’t anyone know his real name?”


  “Yo,” Concise says. “Sissinit, cuzz.”


  But I don’t want to calm down. I cannot stand the fact that, under different circumstances, that might have been me. Is Fate getting what you deserve, or deserving what you get?


  Concise glances at me. “He better off like that, believe me.”


  “It’s my fault.” I turn to him, tears in my eyes. “I told the DOs to talk to him.”


  “If it wasn’t you, it would have been someone else. Sometime else.”


  I shake my head. “How old was he? Seventeen, eighteen?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Why not? Why didn’t anyone ask him where he came from, or what he wanted to be when he grew up, or—”


  “Because we all know how the story end. Wit’ a sock down your throat or a bullet in your gut or a knife in your back.” Concise stares at me. “Some stories, they the ones no one want to hear.”


  I sink down on the bunk, because I know it is true.


  “You wanna know what happened to Clutch?” Concise says bitterly. “Once upon a time a baby boy was born in New York City. He didn’t know his daddy, who was locked up in the pen. His mama was a crack whore who moved him and his two sisters to Phoenix when he was twelve, and then OD’d two months later. His sisters shacked up with their boyfriends’ parents, and he hit the streets. The Park South Crips became his family. They fed him, clothed him, and one day when he was sixteen they let him in on the action when they sweet-talked a girl into having some fun, and they all took turns with her. Come to find out later she thirteen, and a retard.”


  “That’s how Clutch wound up here?”


  “No,” Concise answers. “It’s how I did. Clutch’s story, it’s the same, the names are jus’ different. Everyone in here got a story like that, except bling blings like you.”


  “I’m not rich,” I say quietly.


  “Yeah, well, you ain’t from the streets neither. What you do to get in here?”


  “I kidnapped my daughter when she was four years old, told her her mother was dead, and changed our identities.”


  Concise shrugs. “That ain’t no crime, man.”


  “The county attorney doesn’t agree.”


  “You didn’t kill your daughter, did you?”


  “God, no,” I say, horrified.


  “You didn’t hurt nobody. Jury’ll let you go.”


  “Well,” I say, “maybe that’s not the greatest thing.”


  “You don’t want out?”


  I try to find the right way to explain to this man how I can never go back to the way things were. How, after a while, you believe the fiction you’ve told yourself so well that you cannot remember the fact upon which it was based. It has been nearly thirty years since Charles Matthews existed; I have no idea who he is anymore. “I am afraid,” I admit, “that it might be even harder than this.”


  Concise looks at me for a long moment. “When I got out the first time, I went to breakfast to celebrate. Found me a little diner and sat down and watched the waitress movin’ in her short dress. She come to take my order, and I say I want eggs. ‘How you want them cooked?’ she ask and I just stare at her like she speakin’ Martian. For five years, there weren’t no choice—if we had eggs, they be scrambled, period. I knew I didn’t want them like that, but I didn’t remember how else they could be. I’d lost all the words, just like that.”


  Language, of course, vanishes like anything else in disuse. How much time before I cannot remember mercy? Before forgiveness is gone? How long will I have to be in here before I forget how possibility sits on the bridge of the tongue?


  I am no less bound to circumstance than Concise, or Blue Loc, or Elephant Mike, or even Clutch. I would not have run with my child if I hadn’t married Elise. I would not have married Elise if I’d been in a different bar that first night. I would not have been in that bar if my car hadn’t broken down in Tempe, and I needed a phone to call for a tow. I would not have been in Tempe if I weren’t taking a graduate course in pharmacology; padding my chances to get a better job with a bigger paycheck so that one day I could provide for a family I could not even yet envision.


  Maybe Fate isn’t the pond you swim in but the fisherman floating on top of it, letting you run the line wild until you are weary enough to be reeled back in.


  When I look up, Concise is staring at me. “I’ll be damned,” he says softly. “You one of us.”


  ***


  Inker, the resident tattoo artist, melts down chess pieces for the monochrome green pigment he uses in his craft. His client already has sleeves—a run of tattoos covering his arms, from wrist to shoulder. It says White Pride down each of his triceps, and on his back is a Celtic knot. You can tell a lot about inmates by reading their skin. The swastikas and the twin lightning bolts tell you their racial affiliation. The spider webs and Constantine wire tell you they’ve been in prison. The clock faces have hands placed to show you how many years they did time.


  I wonder where Inker plans on putting this new one. He will scrape the skin with a sharpened shank and rub the ink into it, to scar. He’ll do it all in record time, between the detention officer’s walk-throughs, meant to keep things like this from going on.


  Behind the cover of a card game, Inker bends down over the bared left shoulder blade of his customer and begins to dig, blood welling up in the shape of a heart. “Five-oh,” one of the card players says, a warning that an officer’s coming. Inker slips his shank under his stripes, hides the tiny packet of ink in the ham of his hand.


  But the guard that passes by doesn’t even glance at Inker. He moves to the upper level, down the block of cells. I rise, running after him.


  By the time I reach my cell, the detention officer has balled the bedding into a heap and tossed the mattresses off the bunks. He overturns my little cache of soap, toothbrush, postcards, pencils. Then he reaches under the bunk for Concise’s cardboard box.


  Concise isn’t here; he’s left the pod to attend church services. It is not that he’s particularly religious, but going to church allows him the freedom to sell his bootleg alcohol to inmates he would not otherwise see. Of course, after having the cell tossed, he won’t have any merchandise. And once he is moved to close custody, he won’t have the means to make it at all anymore.


  The detention officer opens up a tube of toothpaste, puts a taste on his finger and lifts it to his tongue. Then he reaches for the shampoo bottle full of hooch and unscrews the cap.


  “It’s mine,” I blurt out.


  I would like to tell you that I’m being selfless when I say this, but it would be another lie. What I’m thinking is that Concise and I have a fragile trust; to start from scratch with a new roommate could be a disaster. What I’m thinking is that I have little to lose, and Concise has everything. What I’m thinking is that there might be a karmic balance to the acts one undertakes in life, that maybe keeping one person’s existence as is can erase the time you changed someone else’s.


  ***


  Being in disciplinary segregation is like being a ghost, something at which I’ve actually had a fair amount of practice. The officers get right into your face, yet don’t seem to really see you. For one hour each day, you are allowed into the dayroom by yourself, to shower and to haunt a greater space. You go for hours without using your voice. You live in the past, because the present stretches out so far it hurts to glimpse it.


  Since there are an odd number of prisoners in the pod, I am in a cell by myself. At first, I consider this a blessing, then I begin to have my doubts. There is no one to talk to, to have to step around. Anything to break up my routine becomes a gift. So when I am told that my attorney has arrived for a visit, there’s nothing I’d like more than to be taken down to the visiting room, if only for a diversion. But there is also nothing I’d like less. I know why you asked Eric to be my lawyer, but at the time, you didn’t know the whole story... and neither did Eric. It is clear, from our last meeting, that Eric can’t easily separate my story from his own. Would he have agreed to represent me if he’d known that he’d have to walk through the memories of his drinking all over again?


  “Please tell my attorney,” I say, “that I’d rather not.”


  A half hour later, the inmates begin to stir. A few of them start hollering, others begin to pace like hamsters in a cage. I look back over my shoulder to see what’s causing the stir, and find Sergeant Doucette leading Eric toward my cell.


  I turn my back. “I don’t want to speak to him.”


  “He doesn’t want to speak to you,” she tells Eric.


  Eric inhales sharply. “Well, that’s fine by me. Because God knows I don’t feel like hearing what the hell landed you in lockdown.”


  At that moment I remember when I first realized that Eric was going to be the one to take care of you after I let go. You were fourteen, and had just had four teeth pulled by the dentist; your whole face was numb with novocaine. Eric came to our house after school to visit, and I let him take you the chocolate milkshake you’d asked for. When the liquid dribbled down your chin, Eric wiped it with a napkin. Before he let go, though, he let his fingertips caress the side of your face, as if he was finding his way across a relief map. He did this even though, or maybe because, the dentist’s shot kept you from feeling it.


  “Let him in,” I tell the officer.


  He is uncomfortable, holding on to the bars like a swimmer afraid to leave the side of the pool. “What are you doing in here?” he asks.


  “Self-preservation.”


  “I’m just trying to save you, too.”


  “Are you sure about that?” I say.


  He looks away. “This case isn’t about me.”


  When he asks me to start over, I have to think twice. It would be so easy to say no; to receive a court-appointed attorney and be convicted. I’ve given up my life before; I could do it again.


  But there is another part of me that needs to see Eric succeed. He’s my granddaughter’s father, and you love him. I can still remember you sobbing against my shoulder after you drove him to rehab. If Eric loses this legal battle, will he start drinking and make you cry again? If he wins, will it make me believe what I couldn’t when I looked into Elise’s face: that someone who is given a second chance might actually make something worthwhile of it?


  I rub my palms on the knees of my pants. “I don’t know what you want to hear, and what you don’t.”


  Eric takes a deep breath. “Tell me how you met Elise.”


  I close my eyes and I am a too-serious, overachieving grad student again. All my life I’ve gotten good grades; all my life I’ve done what my parents have asked... until now. It is their great shame that instead of becoming a doctor, I have chosen pharmacology; never mind the fact that I cannot stand the sight of blood.


  I stand on the side of the road, kicking at the tires of my car as steam rolls out from the seam of the hood and spills onto the ground. I am going to miss my final in pharmacokinetics because of this.


  Six miles later, dusty and sweaty, after figuring every sorry permutation of my ruined grad school grade point average and tanked career, I approach a mirage. It is a roadside bar; twenty monstrous Harleys are parked in front of it. I walk inside in time to hear the screaming. Two burly men have a stunning, black-haired girl pinned up against the wall; a third holds a fan of darts in his hand. The girl closes her eyes and yells as the first dart goes whizzing toward her shoulder. A second dart strikes inches from her ear. The biker has just lifted his hand to throw the third dart when I launch myself at him.


  I have about as much effect as a mosquito; he bats me away and sends the third dart spinning to land between her knees, nailing her skirt to the wall.


  The girl opens her eyes, grins, and glances down between her legs. “No wonder you can’t get a date, T-Bone, if that’s the closest you can get.”


  The other bikers all start laughing, and one of them extricates the girl from the darts. She walks toward me, and holds out her hand to help me to my feet. “I’m sorry. I thought they were hurting you,” I say.


  “Them?” She glances over her shoulder, at the bikers who have gone back to their arm-wrestling and their drinks. “They’re pussycats. Come on, then. Heroes drink on the house.” She ducks beneath the counter and pulls the tap, filling up a long glass of beer for me; I realize that she is the bartender.


  She asks me what I’m doing here, and I tell her about my car. I say that I am missing my final. “Ever wonder why it’s called that?” she says. “It’s not like everything stops when you’re done with it.”


  I don’t tell Eric how I found myself watching a shaft of sunlight play Elise’s skin like the bow of a violin; how she could talk to one biker about basketball stats and make change for another and smile for me at the same time. I don’t tell him how she made fun of me for nursing my beer, and then shared it with me. I don’t tell him how she locked up early; how I drew the patterns of molecules for her on cocktail napkins, then between the stars, and finally on the flat of her bare back.


  I don’t tell Eric that until I met Elise, I had never stayed awake till dawn just to watch the sky burn a hole through the night, that I took my first go-kart ride on a track beside her. I don’t tell him that she led me through graveyards to lay down flowers for people she had never known. I don’t tell him how she would decorate the inside of my car with rose petals for me to find when I came out of class. That she would call me up to ask me what color I would be, if I were a color, because she was so completely purple and she wanted to know if we’d match. That she was like no one I’d ever met, that when I moved inside the kaleidoscope heart of her, I saw how dreary my life had been.


  I don’t tell Eric this, because it’s all I have left of that girl. “What happened?” he asks.


  “She drove me home from the bar,” I say simply. “A month later I found out she was pregnant.” She’d used words like should and too soon and career and abortion. I had looked right at her and asked her if she wanted to get married instead.


  “What made you get divorced?”


  There were a whole string of things, if I want to be honest about it. And yes, there was a trigger. But I should have known that someone who was such a child herself would not feel comfortable taking care of one. I should have been more supportive after our son was stillborn, instead of clutching Beth like a shield to ward off the grief. But most of all, I should have admitted to myself far earlier that the things I loved about Elise, the impulsiveness and the craziness and the spur-of-the-moment outlook, were not really part of her personality, but a product of the alcohol. That when she didn’t drink, she was so insecure that nothing I said or did was enough to convince her that I loved her.


  Eric nods; he has been there himself—on both ends of the equation. You cannot depend on an alcoholic, so you learn to live for the moments when they are present. You tell yourself you’ll leave, but then they do something wonderful that reels you back: host a picnic on the living room floor in January; find the face of Jesus in a pancake; celebrate the cat’s birthday by inviting all the other neighborhood cats for tuna. You use all the good times to paint over the bad, and pretend you can no longer see the grain of the wood that she’s made of. You watch her wade through sobriety and secretly wish she would drink, because that is when she turns into the person you love; and then you cannot figure out who you hate more: yourself for thinking this, or her for reading your mind.


  Eric stares at me, putting together everything I’ve said so far. “You loved her. You still love her.”


  “I never stopped,” I admit.


  “Then you didn’t take Delia because you hated Elise,” Eric says slowly.


  “No,” I sigh. “I took Dee so that she wouldn’t.”


  ***


  Broadway Gangsters, West Side City Crips, Duppa Villa, Wedgewood Chicanos, 40 Ounce Posse. Wetback Power Second Avenue, Eastside Phoeniquera, Hispanics Causing Panic, Hoover 59. Brown Pride, Vista King Trojans, Grape Street 103, Dope Man Association. Sex Jerks, Rollin’ Sixties, Mini Park, Park South. Pico Nuevo, Dog Town, Golden Gate, Mountain Top Criminal. Chocolate City, Clavalito Park, Insane Born Gangster, Vista Bloods, Casa Trece. There are three hundred street gangs in the Phoenix area; these are just a few represented at Madison Street Jail.


  Crips dominate the Phoenix area; Bloods rule Tucson. Crips wear blue and call Bloods “slobs” as a sign of disrespect; they don’t write the letters CK in succession, because that stands for “crip killer,” and will spell a word blacc or slicc instead. A Blood wears red and calls Crips “crabs”; he will cross out all c’s in his writing to show disrespect.


  Members of two different Crip gangs who meet on the street will try to kill each other. In prison, they join in solidarity against the Bloods.


  There is only one way to get a Crip and a Blood to stop fighting: Put them in front of an Aryan Brotherhood member and they will suddenly be on the same side.


  ***


  Long before I get out of Disc Seg, there are rumors. About Sticks, returning to the maximum security pod and talking of retribution. About Blue Loc, who has become my staunch supporter. Watching me take the blame for something one of the blacks did has, apparently, set me squarely in their esteem.


  When I am moved back down to maximum security, Concise is lying on his bunk, reading. “Wuzz crackalackin’?” he says, a homeboy greeting that could mean anything. He doesn’t really speak until the detention officer leaves. “They treat you all right up on three?”


  I start to make up my bed with sheets and a blanket. “Yeah. I got the cell with the Jacuzzi and the wine cellar.”


  “Damn, they always give that one to the white boys,” he jokes. “Andrew,” he says, the first time he has ever used my name. “What you did...”


  I fold up my towel. “It was nothing.”


  He stands up, reaches out slowly, and clasps my hand. “You took the fall for me. That was somethin’.”


  Embarrassed, I break away. “Well, it’s over and done with.”


  “No it ain’t,” Concise says. “Sticks is gonna beat a lesson into you in the rec yard. He been plannin’ it for days now.”


  I try not to let on how much this terrifies me. If Sticks nearly beat me to death as an afterthought on the first night I was in jail, what might he do with preparation?


  “Can I ask you somethin’?” Concise says. “Why’d you do it?”


  Because looking out for yourself sometimes isn’t about you at all. Because contrary to what inmates seem to think, situations are never black or white. But I just shake my head, unsure of how to put this into words.


  Concise leans down and pulls out a box beneath the lower bunk; it is filled with an arsenal of makeshift weapons. “Yeah,” he says. “I hear you.”


  ***


  The morning of the fight, Concise shaves my head. All the inmates involved do, because it makes it harder for the DOs to sort out the participants afterward. The disposable razor leaves patches of hair, so I look like I have been attacked by a cat. I glance at Concise’s smooth, dark skin. “Well,” I say. “I’m going out on a limb, here, but I think the guards might be able to tell me apart from the rest of the Crips.”


  There will be thirty men in the rec yard at once: ten Mexicans, nine blacks, and ten whites, and me. For the past week, a steady stream of smuggling has enabled Concise to build up a weapon supply. We have stayed up late to fashion them: clubs, rolled out of National Geographics and secured with the tape the kitchen uses to mark a special dietary meal; saps, a sock filled with two bars of soap or, in one case, a padlock nipped from an ankle chain, which can be swung at an enemy. We have broken out the single-edge razor blades we are given every morning, reset them in the pliant plastic of a melted toothbrush. We have fashioned shanks from the stainless-steel frames around the mirrors in our cell, from pieces of chain-link fence, from the metal stays in knee braces, even from a toilet-bowl brush, all filed to a deadly point along the cement floor at night. The handles are wrapped with strips ripped from bedsheets and towels, tied tight with the white cotton string from laundry bundles: You can grip the weapon more firmly, and you are less likely to be cut as your hand slips up the blade.


  My own weapon has been specially made by Concise. Having pulled the metal tip off a number two pencil, he’s inserted a sharpened staple to the eraser end, and placed a fan of cigarette batting in the other side. The dart, jammed into the hollow tube of a Bic pen, can be blown into the eye of an enemy at close range.


  It is amazing to me, as we line up for rec, that the DOs do not realize what is going on. Everyone has a weapon packed somewhere under their stripes. Once we get to the yard, we congregate in larger groups than normal—no one wants to be separated from his allies. No one touches the basketball.


  “Stay cool,” Concise whispers to me. My heart is as thick as a sponge, and sweat breaks out behind my ears, in the cool crevice where my hair once was.


  I do not see it coming, the sap that sings like a hummingbird and whacks me on my left temple. As I fall I am vaguely aware of the rush of bodies that push past me, the overgrown jungle of their feet. The officer’s voice is high as a child’s. Multiple inmates involved in a fight on the rec yard. Backup needed immediately.


  The window of the multipurpose room, which overlooks the rec yard, is suddenly full of faces pressed to the glass. Guards stream through the adjacent door, trying to pull apart the blacks and browns and whites whose limbs are knotted together. Violence up close has a smell, like coppered blood and charcoal burning. I inch backward, shaking fiercely.


  An opening in the wall of flesh spits a body into the space beside me. Sticks lifts his face and his eyes light up.


  The strangest details register: the locker-room smell of the pavement underneath me; the cut on Sticks’s shoulder that is shaped like Florida; the way he has lost one shoe. My legs tremble as I back away from him. My hand curls around the blow dart.


  When he smiles at me, his teeth are covered in blood. “Nigger-lover,” he says, and he holds up a zip gun in his left hand.


  I know what it is, because Concise had wanted to make one, but couldn’t get a bullet smuggled in in time. You grind off the top and bottom of an asthma inhaler, and then tear the thin metal open. Flatten it; roll it around a pencil to make a tube that fits a .22-caliber shell like a sheath. Wrap it in cloth, and enclose it in one hand; in your other, hold the firing pin—anything that can hit the rim of the bullet’s casing when you smack one hand against the other. It is deadly accurate at a five-foot range.


  I watch Sticks take a bent piece of metal—a handcuff key, I realize—and position it in his right hand. He spreads his fists apart.


  In slow motion I lift the tube of the Bic pen and seal my mouth over one end. The blow dart flies at Sticks, the staple embedding deep in his right eye.


  He rolls away, screaming; and with trembling hands I stuff the Bic pen tube down a drainage gate. The DOs begin to loose pepper spray that blinds me. When I hear something skitter by my ear, I try to look at it, but my eyes are the raw red of grief. I learn it by feel, the cool metal point of a miniature missile. Without hesitation, I grab the bullet Sticks has dropped.


  “Easy, now,” a voice says behind me. A detention officer helps me to my feet. “I saw you field the first blow. You all right?”


  Somewhere between the moment I entered this rec yard, and the moment I will leave it, I have turned myself into a person I vaguely recognize. Somebody desperate. Somebody capable of acts I never imagined, until driven to commit them. Somebody I was twenty-eight years ago.


  Another life in the day of a man.


  I nod at the officer and bring my hand to my mouth, pretending to wipe off saliva. Then, untucking the bullet from the pouch of my cheek, I swallow.


  V
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  The leaves of memory seemed to make


  A mournful rustling in the dark.


  —Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, “The Fire of Drift-wood”


  Delia


  Ruthann tells Sophie that when she was a child, Hopi girls would wear their hair in whorls, intricately twisted buns above each ear. She parts Sophie’s hair, ropes each side, and coils it tight. “There,” she announces. “You look just like a kuwányauma.”


  “What’s that?” Sophie asks.


  “A butterfly, showing beautiful wings.” She wraps a shawl over Sophie’s shoulders, and winds two Ace bandages up her legs: makeshift moccasins. “Excellent,” she says. “You’re ready.”


  Today she is taking us to the Heard Museum in Phoenix, where a festival is taking place. She has packed the car full of old board games and broken watches, pens that need refills, vases with chips and cracks. If you have nothing to do, she told us, I could use some staff.


  An hour later, Sophie and I stand in the grassy bowl outside the museum, surrounded by a collection of Ruthann’s junk while she wanders through the crowd in her Barbie trench coat, flashing potential customers. People sit in folding chairs and on blankets, drinking bottled water and eating fry bread that costs four dollars. At the bottom of the outdoor pavilion is a circle, where a small canopy shades a phalanx of men bent over an enormous drum. Their voices vine together and climb into the sky.


  Many of the onlookers are white, but more are Native American. They wear everything from traditional costumes to jeans and American flag T-shirts. Some of the men wear their hair in braids and ponytails, and everyone seems to be smiling. Several other girls have hair wound to the sides like Sophie.


  Suddenly a dancer steps into the center of the circle. “Ladies and gentlemen,” the emcee announces, “let’s welcome Derek Deer, from Sipaulovi in Hopiland.”


  The boy cannot be more than sixteen. When he walks, the bells on his costume jingle. He has a rainbow of fringe across his shoulder blades and down his arms, and he has tied a leather band around his forehead with a matching rainbow disk in the center. He wears biking shorts under his loincloth.


  The boy sets five hoops on the ground, each about two feet wide. As the drummers start throbbing out their song, he begins to move. He taps forward twice with his right foot, then his left, and in the instant it takes to blink he kicks up the first hoop and holds it in his hand.


  He does the same with the other four hoops, and then begins to make them extensions of his body. He steps through two and lines the remaining three up in a vertical line, then snaps the top ones open and shut in a massive jaw. Still moving his feet, he dances out of the hoops and fans all five across the breadth of his shoulders to turn himself into an eagle. He morphs from a rodeo horse to a serpent to a butterfly. Then he twists the hoops together, an Atlas building his burden, and spins this three-dimensional sphere out into the center of the performance ring. As the drummers cry, he dances a final circle and falls down to one knee.


  It is like nothing I have ever seen. “Ruthann,” I say, as she steps up beside me, clapping, “that was amazing. That was—”


  “Let’s go see him.” She pecks her way between the people on the grass, until we are standing behind the drummer’s pavilion. The boy is sweating profusely and eating a PowerBar. Up close I can see that the rainbow colors of his costume are hand-sewn ribbons. Ruthann boldly picks at the boy’s sleeve. “Look at these; one thread away from falling off,” she tsks. “Your mother ought to learn how to sew.”


  The boy looks up over his shoulder and grins. “My aunt could probably fix them,” he says, “but she’s too busy being a business-woman to pay attention to the likes of me.” He enfolds Ruthann in an embrace. “Or maybe you brought your needle and thread?”


  I wonder why she hasn’t mentioned that the dancer is her nephew. Ruthann holds him at arm’s length. “You are turning into your father’s double,” she pronounces, and this makes a smile split the boy’s face. “Derek, this is Sophie and Delia, ikwaatsi.”


  I shake his hand. “You were awfully good.”


  Sophie bends down toward the hoop and tries to kick at it with her foot. It jumps a few inches, and Derek laughs. “Wow, look, a groupie.”


  “You could do worse,” Ruthann says.


  “So, how are you doing, Auntie?” he asks. “Mom said... she told me that you went to the Indian Health Service.”


  Something shutters across Ruthann’s face that is gone almost as quickly as I notice it. “Why are we talking about me? Tell me whether I should bet on you winning.”


  “I don’t even know if I’ll place this year,” Derek replies. “I didn’t have a lot of time to practice, what with everything that happened.”


  Ruthann nudges his shoulder, and then points to the sky. In an otherwise perfectly clear blue day, a stunted rain cloud hovers. “I think your father’s come to make sure you finish well.”


  Derek looks up at the cloud. “Maybe so.”


  He bends down to give Sophie a lesson on how to lift up a hoop with one’s foot, while Ruthann explains that her brother-in-law, Derek’s father, was one of the first casualties in the war with Iraq. In keeping with Hopi tradition, his body was to be sent back for burial by the fourth day. But the helicopter carrying his remains was shot down, and so he didn’t arrive until six days after his death. The family did their best—yucca soap was used to wash his hair, his mouth was filled with food to keep him satisfied, his possessions were placed in the grave—but it was done two days too late, and they worried that he might not make it to his destination.


  “We spent hours waiting,” Ruthann tells me. “And then, just before it got dark, it rained. Not all over, but on my sister’s house, and on her fields, and in front of the building where my brother-in-law had gone and enlisted. That’s how we knew he’d made it to the next world.”


  I look up at the cloud she believes is her brother-in-law. “What about the ones who don’t make it?”


  “They stay lost in this world,” Ruthann says.


  I hold up my palm. I try to convince myself that I feel a drop of rain.


  ***


  “Ruthann,” I ask, as we drive back from the Heard, “how come you live in Mesa?”


  “Because the Phoenician just isn’t swanky enough for me.”


  “No, really.” I glance in the rearview mirror to make sure Sophie is still sleeping. “I didn’t realize you had family in the area.”


  “Why does anyone move to a place like where we live?” she asks, shrugging. “Because there’s nowhere left to go.”


  “Do you ever go back?”


  Ruthann nods. “When I need to remember where I came from, or where I’m headed.”


  Maybe I should go, I think. “You haven’t asked me why I came to Arizona.”


  “I figured if you wanted to tell me, you would,” Ruthann says.


  I keep my eyes on the highway. “My father kidnapped me when I was a baby. He told me my mother had died in a car accident, and he took me from Arizona to New Hampshire. He’s in jail now, in Phoenix. I didn’t know any of this until a week ago. I didn’t know my mother’s been alive the whole time. I didn’t even know my real name.”


  Ruthann looks over her shoulder, where Sophie is curled up like a mollusk against Greta’s back. “How did you come to call her Sophie?”


  “I... I guess I just liked it.”


  “On the morning of my daughter’s naming, it was up to each of her aunties to suggest a name for her. Her father was Póvolnyam, Butterfly Clan, so each of the names had something to do with that: There was Pólikwaptiwa, which means Butterfly Sitting on Flower. And Tuwahóima, which means Butterflies Hatching. And Talásveniuma, Butterfly Carrying Pollen on Wings. But the one Grandmother picked was Kuwányauma, Butterfly Showing Beautiful Wings. She waited until dawn, and then took Kuwányauma and introduced her to the spirits for the first time.”


  “You have a daughter?” I say, amazed.


  “She was named for her father’s clan, but she belonged to mine,” Ruthann says, and then she shrugs. “When she got initiated, she got a new name. And in school, she was called Louise by the teachers. What I’m saying is that what you’re called is hardly ever who you are.”


  “What does your daughter do?” I ask. “Where does she live?”


  “She’s been gone a long time. Louise never figured out that Hopi isn’t a word to describe a person, but a destination.” Ruthann sighs. “I miss her.”


  I look through the windshield at the clouds, stretched across the horizon. I think about Ruthann’s brother-in-law, raining on his family’s fortune. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean to get you upset.”


  “I’m not upset,” she answers. “If you want to know someone’s story, they have to tell it out loud. But every time, the telling is a little bit different. It’s new, even to me.”


  As I listen to Ruthann, I start to think that maybe the math is not reciprocal; maybe depriving a mother of a child is greater than depriving the child of the mother. Maybe knowing where you belong is not equal to knowing who you are.


  “Have you seen your mother since you’ve been here?” Ruthann asks me.


  “It didn’t go so well,” I say after a moment.


  “How come?”


  I am not ready to tell her about my mother’s drinking. “She’s not what I expected her to be.”


  Ruthann turns her head, looks out the window. “No one ever is,” she says.


  ***


  My favorite museum, as a child, was the New England Aquarium, and my favorite exhibit was the tide pool where you got to play God. There were sea stars, which could spit out their own stomachs and grow back limbs that were damaged. There were anemones, which might spend all their lives in one place. There were hermit crabs and limpets and algae. And there was a red button for me to push, which created a wave in the tank and spun all the sea life like the clothes inside a washing machine, before letting them settle again.


  I loved being the agent of change, at the touch of a finger. I’d wait until it seemed the hermit crab had just settled, and then I would push the button again. It was amazing to think of a society where the status quo meant having no status quo at all.


  There was a second exhibit at the aquarium that I liked, too. A strobe, spitting over the flow of an oversized faucet. I knew it was just an optical illusion, but I used to think that in this one corner of the world, water might be able to run backward.


  ***


  Ruthann puts me to work, creating her butchered dolls. One day when we are sitting around her kitchen table making Divorced Barbie—she comes with Ken’s boat, Ken’s car, and the deed to Ken’s house—she asks, “What did you do in New Hampshire?”


  I bend closer with the hot glue gun, trying to attach a button. Instead, I wind up affixing Barbie’s purse to her forehead. “Greta and I found people.”


  Ruthann’s brows lift. “Like K-nine stuff?”


  “Yeah, except we worked with a whole bunch of police stations.”


  “So why aren’t you doing it here?”


  I look up at her. Because my father is in jail. Because I am embarrassed to have done this for a living, without knowing that I was missing. “Greta isn’t trained for desert work,” I say, the first excuse that comes to mind.


  “So train her.”


  “Ruthann,” I say, “it’s just not the right time for us.”


  “You don’t get to decide that.”


  “Oh, really. And who does?”


  “The kúskuska. The ones who are lost.” She bends down over her work again.


  Is there a little girl, somewhere, being driven across a border right now? A man with a razor poised over his wrist? A child with one leg over the fence meant to keep him safe from the rest of the world? The desperate usually succeed because they have nothing to lose. But what if that isn’t the case? If someone like me had worked in the Phoenix area twenty-eight years ago, would my father have gotten away with it?


  “I suppose I could put out flyers,” I tell Ruthann.


  She reaches for the hot glue gun. “Good,” she says. “Because you suck at dollmaking.”


  ***


  On the way to the desert, Fitz tells me remarkable stories about a heart transplant patient who woke up with a love of the French Riviera, although he’d never left Kansas in his life; of a teetotaling kidney recipient who, postsurgery, began to drink the same martini her donor favored.


  “By that logic,” I argue, “then the memory of seeing you for the first time gets stored in my eyeballs.”


  Fitz shrugs. “Maybe it does.”


  “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”


  “I’m just telling you what I read...”


  “What about the guy in the 1900s who had a steel pike driven through his brain by accident?” I challenge. “He woke up speaking Kyrgyzstani—”


  “Well, I highly doubt that,” Fitz interrupts, “since Kyrgyzstan wasn’t a country until five years ago.”


  “You’re missing the point,” I say. “What if memories get stored in the brain, and they aren’t even necessarily ones we’ve had? What if we’re hardwired with a whole iceberg of experiences, and our minds use only a tip of them?”


  “That’s a pretty cool thought... that you and I would have the same memories, just because it’s how we’re made.”


  “You and I do have the same memories,” I point out.


  “Yeah, but my seeing-Eric-naked recollection has a whole different causal effect on my system,” Fitz laughs.


  “Maybe I’m not really remembering that stupid lemon tree. Maybe everyone has a lemon stuck in their mind.”


  “Yes,” Fitz agrees. “Mine, however, is a ’seventy-eight Pacer.”


  “Very funny—”


  “It wasn’t, if you were the guy driving it. God, do you remember the time it broke down on the way to the senior prom?”


  “I remember the oil on your date’s dress. What was her name? Carly... ?”


  “Casey Bosworth. And she wasn’t my date by the time we got there.”


  I pull off the road, into a vista of pebbles and red earth, and then hand Fitz a bottle of water and a roll of toilet paper. “You remember the drill, right?”


  He will lay a trail for Greta and me to follow, just like he’s done for years in New Hampshire. But because this terrain is unfamiliar to me, Fitz will leave bits of toilet paper on trees and cacti as he goes, to let me know that Greta is on the right trail. He gets out of the car and leans down into the window. “I don’t think we covered coyote protection in the training manual.”


  “I wouldn’t worry about the coyotes,” I say sweetly. “I’d be far more panicked about the snakes.”


  “Funny,” Fitz replies, and he starts walking, a massive redhead who is going to be a hectic shade of sunburned pink in no time at all. “If Greta screws up, drive south. I’ll be hanging out with the border patrol drinking tequila.”


  “Greta won’t screw up. Hey, Fitz,” I call out, and wait until he turns, shading his eyes. “I actually wasn’t kidding about the snakes.”


  As I drive off, I watch Fitz in the rearview mirror, staring down nervously at his feet. It makes me laugh out loud. Memories aren’t stored in the heart or the head or even the soul, if you ask me, but in the spaces between any given two people.


  ***


  According to the Hopi, sometimes we no longer fit the world we’ve been given.


  In the beginning, there was only darkness and Taiowa the sun spirit. He created the First World and filled it with creatures that lived in a cave deep in the earth. But they fought among themselves, so he sent Spider Grandmother down to prepare them for a change.


  As Spider Grandmother led the creatures into the Second World, Taiowa changed them. They were no longer insects, but animals with fur, and webbed fingers, and tails. They were happy to have the space to roam free, but they didn’t understand life any better than before.


  Taiowa sent Spider Grandmother back to lead the way into the Third World. By now, the animals had transformed into people. They made villages, and planted corn. But it was cold in the Third World, and mostly dark. Spider Grandmother taught them to weave blankets to keep warm; she told the women to make clay pots to store water and food. But in the cold, the pots couldn’t be baked. The corn wouldn’t grow.


  One day a hummingbird came to the people in the fields. He had been sent by Masauwu, Ruler of the Upper World, and Caretaker of the Place of the Dead. He brought with him fire, and he taught the people its secret.


  With this new discovery, the people could harden their pots and warm their fields and cook their food. For a while, they lived in peace. But sorcerers emerged, with medicine to hurt those they didn’t like. Men gambled, instead of farming. Women grew wild, forgetting their babies, so that the fathers had to care for the children. People began to brag that there was no god, that they had created themselves.


  Spider Grandmother returned. She told the people that those of good heart would leave this place, and the evil ones, behind. They did not know where to go, but they had heard footsteps overhead in the sky. So the chiefs and the medicine men took clay and shaped a swallow out of it, wrapped it in a bride’s robe, and sang it to life.


  The swallow flew toward the opening in the sky, but he was not strong enough to make it through. The medicine men decided to make a stronger bird, and they sang forth a dove. It flew through the opening and returned, saying, “On the other side, there is a land that spreads in all directions. But there is nothing alive up there.”


  Still, the chiefs and the medicine men had heard footsteps. They fashioned a catbird this time, and asked him to ask the One Who Made the Footsteps for permission to enter his land.


  The catbird flew past the point where all the other birds had gone. He found sand, and mesas. He found ripe squash and blue corn and splitting melons. He found a single stone house, and its master, Masauwu. When he returned, he told the chiefs and the medicine men that Masauwu would allow them to come. They looked up, wondering how they would ever reach the hole in the sky.


  They went off to find Chipmunk, the planter. Chipmunk planted a sunflower seed in the ground, and by the power of singing, the people made it grow. But it bent over with its own weight, and could not reach the hole.


  Chipmunk planted a spruce, and then a pine, but neither grew tall enough. Finally, he planted a bamboo, and the people began to sing. Every time they stopped to catch their breath, the bamboo stopped growing and a notch formed. Finally the bamboo passed through the hole in the sky.


  Only the pure people were allowed into this Fourth World. Spider Grandmother went up the bamboo first, with her two warrior grandsons. As the people emerged, a mockingbird sorted them into Hopi and Navajo, Zuni and Pima, Ute and Supai, Sioux and Comanche and whites. The warrior grandsons took their buckskin ball and played their way across the earth, creating mountains and mesas. Spider Grandmother made a sun and a moon. Coyote tossed the leftover materials into the sky, to make the stars.


  The Hopi will tell you that evil managed to sneak in up the bamboo, anyway. That the time of this Fourth World is almost done. Any day now, they say, we might find ourselves in a new one.


  ***


  Tracking with a bloodhound takes away from the romance of scent. The smell that makes you want to bury your face in the neck of your lover, the trace of perfume that turns men’s heads when a beautiful woman walks by—these are merely skin cells decomposing. For Greta and me, scent is a matter of serious business.


  After buckling on her leash, I walk Greta over to the baseball cap Fitz has left behind. Lifting it up, I watch her breathe in so deeply the fabric sucks into her nostrils. “Find him,” I instruct, and Greta leaps over the bent fence and heads off, nose to the ground.


  This is a world populated by birds with unlikely names: the Common Flicker, the Harris Hawk, the Mexican Jay. We see agave plants, and chain-fruit cholla, rose mallow, paintbrush, tackstem. We walk by flora that I have only seen in books—brittlebush and cheeseweed, filaree, jojoba. We pass cacti that are mutations, their arms growing inward instead of out; their heads twisted like the folds of a human brain.


  Greta moves across the flat of the land slowly. I keep my eyes on the plump arms of the saguaros and the Modigliani necks of the ocotillo, where every now and then Fitz has left me a piece of toilet paper to let me know that Greta’s heading in the right direction.


  She stops at the dried-out husk of a saguaro, and sits down. Suddenly she plants all four feet firmly on the ground and bares her teeth. The hair on the line of her spine stands on end; she growls.


  The javelina is about four feet long, with a bristled gray hide. Its yellowed tusks turn down at the ends; it has a mane that runs the length of its back. It looks up from its meal of prickly pear and grunts.


  I can never remember if you are supposed to run from a bear or stay perfectly still; I have absolutely no clue if there is safety etiquette for a javelina. The pig takes a cocky step toward Greta, who skitters sideways. I pull on her leash just in time to keep her from crashing into a stubby Medusa of a cactus.


  Suddenly Greta yelps, and falls to the ground, clawing at her nose. The cactus she didn’t brush into has somehow managed to hook itself into her snout. Spines cover her muzzle, a few have worked their way into the gummy black gasket of her lips.


  Greta’s mournful howl sends a flock of cactus wrens to the skies. The javelina, startled, thunders off. Without a second thought I kneel down and haul Greta over my shoulders in a fireman’s carry. I don’t feel her seventy-five pounds as I start running. “Fitz,” I yell as loud as I can, and I try to find him with the clues he’s left us.


  ***


  We are bent over Greta in the back of the Explorer. I’m lying over her, to keep her from moving, and stroking her head and her ears. Fitz leans close to her snout, pulling the spines free with a pair of needlenose pliers I carry in my emergency kit. “I think they call it teddy bear cholla,” he says. “Nasty stuff... it jumps at you.” When he opens Greta’s mouth, gently, she snaps at him. “Almost finished, sweetheart,” Fitz soothes, and he pulls the last spines out of her gums. Then he leans forward to make sure he hasn’t missed any. “That’s it. You may want to double check my veterinary skills with a professional, but I think she’s going to be okay.”


  I take one look at Greta, and then at Fitz, and burst into tears. “I hate it here,” I say. “I hate how hot it is and that there are snakes and that nothing’s green. I hate the smell of that stupid jail. I want to go home.”


  Fitz looks at me. “Then go,” he says.


  His easy answer is enough to bring me up short. “Why aren’t you talking me out of it?”


  “Why should I?” Fitz says. “Your father isn’t going anywhere anytime soon, and he’d be the first one to tell you to get on with your life. Sophie would do better back in New Hampshire, in an environment she’s used to. It’s not like you have to stick around to get to know your mother—”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “True or false: You don’t care whether or not you see her again.”


  True, I want to say. Except, I can’t.


  “I thought I’d come here, and it would all make sense,” I say, wiping my eyes with the hem of my T-shirt. “I just wish I could remember it all.”


  “Why?”


  No one has asked me that question yet.


  “Well, because I don’t know who I used to be,” I say.


  “I do. Eric does. Christ, Delia, you have a hundred witnesses to help you with that. If you really want something to worry about, try figuring out who you’re going to be from now on.” He bends his knees and rolls onto his side. “You want to know what I think?”


  “Would you stop if I said no?”


  “I think you’re angry at your mother for losing you in the first place.”


  Grudgingly, I nod.


  “And you’re angry at your father for taking you.”


  “Well...”


  “But most of all, I think you’re angry at yourself for not being smart enough to figure this all out on your own,” Fitz says. “So what if you lived in New Hampshire, instead of Arizona? What’s important is where you’ll be living five years from now. So what if you had some lemon tree growing in your backyard? I’d rather know if you want to plant one in your garden now. So what if you have some crazy fear of spiders? That’s what hypnosis is for.” He reaches out and pulls on one of my braids. “If you don’t want someone to change your life for you again, Dee, you’ve got to change it yourself.”


  At that moment, everything comes clear. It’s like having someone walk up to a chalky window that you’ve been trying to see through for days, and wiping it clean. Some people have a detailed history, others don’t. There are plenty of adopted children who grow up without knowing an ounce of information about their birth parents; there are criminals who walk out of jail and become pillars of the community. At any moment, a person can start over. And that’s not half a life, but simply a real one.


  It is also a terrifying prospect: that the relationships we use as the cornerstones of our personalities are not given by default but are a choice; that it’s all right to feel closer to a friend than we do to a parent; that someone who’s betrayed us in the past might be the same person with whom we build a future. I lean back against the wall of the car, dizzy. “You make it sound so easy.”


  “And you make it more complicated than it has to be,” Fitz counters. “Bottom line: Do you love your father?”


  “Yes,” I say quickly.


  “Do you love your mother?”


  “He wouldn’t let me.”


  Fitz shakes his head. “Delia,” he corrects. “He couldn’t stop you.”


  I watch Greta’s breathing even out in sleep. “Maybe I’ll stay a little longer,” I say.


  Fitz


  It takes only a week in Arizona to turn me into a professional liar. When my editor calls, asking me for something about the Hopkins trial, I let my voice mail pick up until my mailbox is full. When she finally wises up and calls me in the middle of the night on my hotel phone to say that I have six hours to produce a story or lose my assignment, I tell her that I’ll have it on her desk. Then I e-mail her and say that motions were filed in the case that kept me in court all day, and beg an extension. When a second week goes by and I have produced absolutely nothing, Marge tells me to come back home to New Hampshire and earn my paycheck. She assigns me a piece about army engineers who have discovered a composite compound to prevent frost heaves, a topic that lets me clearly know I have been demoted in her mind. I tell her I’ll be on the first flight out.


  I don’t leave Phoenix.


  Instead, I sit down and fabricate a piece about the Army Corps of Engineers, and asphalt and spring thaw and water tables. I decide that since it will be buried in the middle of the paper, fudging it a bit—okay, completely—isn’t awful.


  Before I know it, this lying jag of mine has spread like maple syrup into all other venues of my life, sticky and somehow impossible to clean up. I call the owners of the pizza place I live above and say there has been a death in my family, would they be kind enough to give an extension on my rent check? I phone the office and explain that I can’t make the Monday meeting because I have a respiratory virus—something SARS-like and highly contagious. I let Sophie weave me a crown of Indian paintbrush, and when she asks when we are going home, I tell her soon.


  When Delia leans on me, I tell myself I’d do the same for any old friend.


  That’s the crazy thing about lies. You start to fall for them, yourself.


  ***


  Every journalist wants a “death row” exclusive. You want to be the voice of truth that is heard; you want to be the megaphone through which the penitent’s words are carried. You want the reader to listen to the inmate and think, Maybe we are not all that different. But not every journalist knows that his exposé will break the heart of the woman he loves.


  When Andrew walks in—thinner than I remember him being, and with a badly shaved head—everything stops for me. Seeing him in his stripes is a little embarrassing, like catching your grandfather in his boxer shorts, a vision that you wish, the very moment you see it, that you never had. He seems so completely different from the man I used to know, as if this is a distant cousin, with similar features arranged in an entirely new way. I wonder which came first: this Andrew, or the other?


  I am surprised that he’s agreed to see me, if you want to know the truth. In spite of the fact that I practically grew up in his living room, Andrew knows that I write for the Gazette.


  He picks up the handset, I do the same. What I want to ask Andrew, as he stares at me through this sheer wall, is why he did it. What I say instead is, “I hope you didn’t have to pay a lot for the haircut.”


  When he starts to laugh, I can see it for just a glimmer of a second—the man I used to know.


  My defining memory of Andrew involves communicating. Delia and Eric and I had been poking around an old dump site in the woods for pottery shards and Indian arrowheads and elixir bottles when we stumbled upon an ancient suitcase. Opening it, we discovered what seemed to be spy equipment—headphones and a switchboard and a frequency meter—with the wires torn out of the back and the speakers falling off the seams. It was too big for us to carry home, but we desperately wanted it, and a fast vote decided that of all of our parents, the only one who seemed remotely likely to help us with it was Andrew. “That’s a ham radio,” he told us, when he cracked open the suitcase. “Let’s see if we can get it to work.”


  Andrew asked around at the senior center—some of the old-timers remembered that particular brand, and what knobs and buttons controlled volume and frequency. He took us with him to the library to get electronics books, to the hardware store to get wire and clamps, and to the basement while he tinkered.


  One day, with the three of us clustered beside him, he turned on the radio. A high, dizzy whine came out of the speakers while he fiddled and spoke into the microphone. He had to repeat his message twice, but then, to our shock and delight, someone answered. Someone in England. The thing about a ham radio, he told us, is that you could always find someone to talk to. But you had to be careful, he warned, about giving away too much information about yourself. People were not always who they seemed to be.


  “Andrew,” I say to him now, “did you really think you’d get away with it?”


  He rubs his palms over the knees of his pants. “Is this on or off the record?”


  “You tell me,” I say.


  Andrew bows his head. “Fitz,” he confesses, “I wasn’t thinking at all.”


  ***


  While I am trapped in the desert, waiting for Delia and her wonderdog to find me underneath a paloverde tree, I look at the parched throat of this cracked earth and imagine all the ways a man might die.


  Naturally, the first one to come to mind is thirst. Having finished my token bottle of water an hour ago, and finding myself in the beating heat of this dry desert, I imagine dehydrating to the point of delirium. The tongue would swell like cotton batting, the lids of the eyes would stick. More preferable—now, anyway—would be drowning. Must be a nasty fight at first, all that fluid going where it shouldn’t. But at present, the thought of water—extra water—is really just too enticing. I wonder what it would be like at the end; if mermaids come to string your neck with shells and give you openmouthed kisses. If you just lie down on the sand and watch the sun shimmy a million leagues away.


  Suffocation, hanging, a gunshot wound—all of these are too damn painful. But cold... I’ve heard that’s sort of a nice way to go. To lie down in snow and go numb, at this moment, would be nothing short of a miracle. And then, of course, there is martyrdom, which I’m approaching at a damn fast rate. I’m burning, after all, even if it’s not for my convictions. Does flesh charring off at the bone hurt less when you know you are right, even though everyone thinks you are wrong?


  That line of reasoning leads me right to Andrew.


  And then it’s a fast beeline to thinking of Delia.


  I don’t think anyone has ever died of unrequited love. I wonder if I’ll be the first.


  ***


  After we ring the doorbell, I squeeze Delia’s hand. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” I ask.


  “No,” she says. Delia smooths Sophie’s hair and adjusts the collar on her shirt until she twists around, shrugging off her mother’s touch. “Does this lady have kids?” Sophie asks.


  Delia hesitates. “No,” she says.


  Elise Vasquez opens the door and drinks in Delia, there’s really no other way to describe it. I have a sudden recollection of Delia in the hospital bed after she delivered Sophie, when the world had shrunk small enough to only hold the two of them. I guess it is like this for every mother and child.


  Someone who doesn’t know Delia as well as I do would not notice the little flicky thing she is doing with her left hand, a nervous habit. “Hi,” she says. “I thought maybe we could try this again.”


  But Elise is staring at Sophie as if she’s seen a ghost—and of course, that’s exactly what Sophie is: a little girl who looks considerably like the one Elise Vasquez lost. “This is Sophie,” Delia introduces. “And Soph, this is...” When she gets to the spot where she should fill in the blank, her cheeks burn and she says nothing at all.


  “Call me Elise,” Delia’s mother says, and she squats down to smile into her granddaughter’s eyes.


  ***


  Elise has shiny dark hair twisted into a knot at the base of her neck, and a fine graph of lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth. She is wearing a peasant shirt embroidered with colorful birds, and jeans covered with Sharpie-marker lines of text. My eyes focus on one: Oh daughter of ashes and mother of blood.


  “Sandburg,” I murmur.


  Elise looks up at me, impressed. “Not many people read poetry these days.”


  “Fitz is a writer,” Delia says.


  “Actually, I’m a hack for a second-rate paper.”


  Elise traces the phrase on her jeans. “I always thought it would be wonderful to be a writer,” she says. “To know, just like that, how to put the right words together.”


  I smile politely. The truth is, if I do miraculously manage to put the right words together, it’s by default, because I’ve already used up all the wrong ones. And when you get right down to it, what I don’t say is probably more important than what I do.


  Then again, maybe Elise Vasquez already knows this.


  She stares out the sliding glass door into the backyard, where Victor has taken Sophie to see a bird’s nest, where the eggs are hatching. He lifts her up so she can get a closer look, and then they disappear behind a wall of cacti.


  “Thank you,” Elise says, “for bringing her.”


  Delia turns to her. “I won’t keep you from seeing Sophie.”


  Elise glances at me uncomfortably.


  “He’s my best friend,” Delia says. “He knows about all of it.”


  Just then Sophie comes running back inside. “It’s so cool... they have teeth on their beaks,” she says breathlessly. “Can we stay until they’re out?”


  Sophie tugs on Delia’s hand, until she stands up. In the doorway, Victor chuckles. “I tried to explain that it might take a while,” he says.


  Delia answers him, but she is looking at her mother. “That’s all right,” she says. “I don’t mind waiting.” She lets Sophie pull her outside, toward the tree.


  Elise Vasquez and I stand shoulder to shoulder, watching the woman we both feel we lost, and maybe never really had.


  ***


  On the way home, we stop for coffee. Sophie squats on the sidewalk at the café, drawing a crime-scene outline around Greta with colored chalk. Delia drums her fingers on the edge of her cup but doesn’t seem to be inclined to drink anything from it. “Can you picture them together?” she asks finally, when the wheels of her mind have stopped turning.


  “Elise and Victor?”


  “No,” Delia says. “Elise and my father.”


  “Dee, no one can ever imagine their parents doing it.”


  Take mine, for example. The sad fact is, my parents didn’t do it. They managed to have me, of course, but most of the time I was growing up, my salesman father was off screwing a flight attendant in another city, and my mother was furiously busy pretending he wasn’t.


  But my father was not Andrew Hopkins. In all the years I’ve known Delia, I can’t remember him dating anyone seriously, so I can’t even fathom what he’d look for in a woman. If you asked me, though, I’d never have imagined him falling for someone like Elise. She reminds me of an orchid, exotic and fragile. Andrew is more like ragweed: stealthy, resilient, stronger than you think.


  I look at the comma curve of Delia’s neck, at the bony points of her shoulder blades, a terrain that has been mapped by Eric. “Some people aren’t meant to be together,” I say.


  Suddenly a ragged man wearing a hairnet and flip-flops walks toward us, holding a stack of pamphlets. Sophie, scared, hides behind her mother’s chair. “My brother,” the vagrant asks me, “have you found the Lord Jesus Christ?”


  “I didn’t know he was looking for me.”


  “Is He your personal savior?”


  “You know,” I say, “I’m still kind of hoping to rescue myself.”


  The man shakes his head, dreadlocks like snakes. “None of us are strong enough for that,” he replies, and moves on.


  “I think that’s illegal,” I mutter to Delia. “Or at least it should be. Nobody should have to swallow religion with their coffee.”


  When I look up, she’s staring at me. “How come you don’t believe in God?” Delia asks.


  “How come you do?”


  She looks down at Sophie, and her whole face softens. “I guess it’s because some things are too incredible for people to take all the credit.”


  Or the blame, I think.


  Two tables over, the zealot approaches an elderly couple. “Believe in the Father,” he preaches.


  Delia turns in his direction. “It’s never that simple,” she says.


  ***


  When Delia was pregnant with Sophie, I was the labor coach. I sort of fell into it by default, when Eric, who had promised that he wouldn’t fuck up this time, wound up drying out just about the time Lamaze classes started. I found myself sitting in a circle of married couples, trying not to let my heart race as the nurse instructed me to settle Delia between my legs and trace my hands over the swell of her belly.


  Delia went into labor in the middle of the frozen foods aisle at Shaw’s market, and she phoned me from the manager’s office. By the time we got to the hospital, I had worked myself into a near panic about how I would be able to do whatever it was that I was supposed to do as a labor coach, without having to look between her legs. Maybe I could request a position at her shoulders. Maybe I could pull the doctor aside and explain the logistics of the situation.


  As it happened, I didn’t have to worry about that at all. The minute the anesthesiologist rolled Delia onto her hip to insert the epidural, I took one look at the needle, passed out, and wound up with sixty stitches at my hairline.


  I awakened on a cot next to her. “Hey, Cowboy,” she said, smiling over the tiny peach of a head that poked out from the blanket in her arms. “Thanks for all the help.”


  “Don’t mention it,” I said, wincing as my scalp throbbed.


  “Sixty stitches,” Delia explained, and then she added, “I only had ten.”


  I found myself looking at her head. “Not there,” she said, giving me a moment to figure it out. “You’re not going to pass out again, are you?”


  I didn’t. Instead, I managed to lurch to the edge of Delia’s hospital bed, so that I could take a look at the baby. I remember looking into the fuzzy blue of Sophie’s eyes and marveling at the fact that there was now one other person in this world who understood what it was like to be completely surrounded by Delia, who’d already learned that it couldn’t stay that way.


  I had Sophie in my arms when Eric came in. He went straight to Delia and kissed her on the mouth, then bent his forehead against hers for a moment, as if whatever he was thinking might be transferred by osmosis. Then Eric turned, his eyes locking on his daughter. “You can hold her,” Delia prompted.


  But Eric didn’t make any move to take Sophie from me. I took a step toward him, and saw what Delia must have overlooked—Eric’s hands were shaking so hard that he had buried them in his coat pockets.


  I pushed the baby against his chest, so that he’d have no choice but to grab hold. “It’s okay,” I said under my breath—To Eric? To Sophie? To myself?—and as I transferred this tiny prize to Eric’s arms, I held on longer than I had to. I made damn sure he was steady, before I let go.


  ***


  I have seventeen messages, all from my editor. The first starts by asking me to call her back. By the third, Marge is demanding it. Message eleven reminds me that if monkeys can be sent into space, they can certainly be trained to write for the New Hampshire Gazette.


  In the last voice mail, Marge tells me that if I don’t have something on her desk by nine A.M., she is going to fill my page space with the Xeroxes of my ass that I took at the office Christmas party.


  So I pull down the shades in the motel. I turn up the TV, to drown out the moans of a couple one thin wall away from me. I crank up the air-conditioning. Andrew Hopkins, I type, is not what you expect when you walk through the corridors of the Madison Street Jail.


  I shake my head and hit the delete button, erasing the paragraph.


  Like any father, all Andrew Hopkins wants to talk about is his daughter.


  That sentence, I backspace into oblivion.


  Andrew Hopkins has ghosts in his eyes, I write, and then think: We all do.


  I pace around the island of the bed. Who wouldn’t jump at the chance to change something about his life? Two hundred more points on an SAT, a Pulitzer, a Heisman, a Nobel. A more handsome face, a thinner body. A few more years with the babies that grew up when you had forgotten to pay attention. Five more minutes with a loved one who has died.


  The moment I would do over is the one I’ve never been brave enough to have. I’d tell Delia how much I love her, and she would look at me the way she has always looked at Eric.


  What I want to write—what I need to write—is not what the New Hampshire Gazette is paying me for. Sitting down at my laptop, I erase what I’ve written. I start fresh.


  VI
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  Why is there then


  No more to tell? We turned to other things.


  I haven’t any memory—have you?—


  Of ever coming to the place again.


  —Robert Frost, “The Exposed Nest”


  Eric


  Chris Hamilton’s paralegal spends three days trying to trace the current whereabouts of the neighbors who used to live next door to Elise and Andrew twenty-eight years ago. She sticks her head in the door of the conference room shortly after lunchtime. “Want the good news or bad news?”


  I look up over the stack of papers I’m wading through. “There’s actually good news?”


  “Well, no. But I thought I’d make you feel better.”


  “What’s the bad news?”


  “Alice Young,” she says. “I found her.”


  Alice Young was a teenager who lived with her parents next door to Elise and Andrew; at one point she had babysat for Delia. “And?”


  “She’s in Vienna.”


  “Good,” I say. “Subpoena her.”


  “Might want to rethink that. She lives with the sisters of the Order of the Bloody Cross.”


  “She’s a nun?”


  “She’s a nun who took a vow of silence ten years ago,” the paralegal says.


  “For Christ’s sake...”


  “Exactly. However, I did manage to find the other neighbor, Elizabeth Peshman. She’s at some place called Sunset Acres; I assume it’s a retirement community.”


  I take the information. “Did you call?”


  “No one answers,” she says.


  It’s a Sun City, Arizona, address; it can’t be that far away. “I’ll go find her.”


  It takes me two hours to reach the town, and there are so many retirement communities I wonder how I’ll ever find the right one. However, the clerk who sells me gas and a Snickers bar knows the name right away. “Two lights, and then a left. You’ll see the sign,” she says, as she rings me up.


  From the looks of things, Sunset Acres is not a bad place to finish up one’s life. It is a turn off the main drag, a long drive lined with saguaros and desert rock gardens. I have to stop at a stucco guard booth—apparently these seniors value their privacy. The man inside is stooped and age-spotted, and looks like he could be a resident himself. “Hi,” I say. “I’m trying to find Elizabeth Peshman. I tried to call—”


  “Line’s down,” the guard says. He points to a small parking lot. “No cars allowed. I’ll take you up.”


  As I walk beside the guard, I wonder what sort of facility wouldn’t allow cars up to the main building. It seems like quite an inconvenience, given the fact that some of the residents have to be arthritic or even disabled. As soon as we crest the hill, the guard points. “Third from the left,” he says.


  There are acres of crosses and stars and rose quartz obelisks. OUR DEAR MOTHER, reads one tombstone. NEVER FORGOTTEN. DOTING HUSBAND.


  Elizabeth Peshman is dead. I have no witness to corroborate the fact that thirty years ago, Elise Matthews was the drunk that Andrew says she was. “Guess you’re not talking either,” I say out loud.


  Although it is beastly hot, there are fresh flowers wilting in pots beside Elizabeth’s tombstone. “She’s real popular,” the guard says. “There are some folks here who never get visitors. But this one, she gets calls from a bunch of old students.”


  “She was a teacher?” I ask, and my mind catches on the word. A teacher.


  “You get what you need?” the guard asks.


  “I think so,” I say, and I hurry back to my car.


  ***


  Abigail Nguyen is mixing paste when I arrive. A slight woman with two knots of hair at the top of her head, like the ears of a bear, she looks up and gives me a smile. “You must be Mr. Talcott,” she says. “Come on in.”


  When the preschool where Delia went closed down in the mid-eighties, Abigail started her own Montessori classes in the basement of a church. She was the third school listed in the Yellow Pages, and she had answered the phone herself.


  We sit down, giants on miniature chairs. “Mrs. Nguyen, I’m an attorney, and I’m working on behalf of a girl you taught in the late 1970s... Bethany Matthews.”


  “The one who was kidnapped.”


  I shift a little. “Well, that hasn’t been determined yet. I’m representing her father.”


  “I’ve been following it all in the papers, and on the local news.”


  As has the rest of Phoenix. “I wonder, Mrs. Nguyen, if you might be able to tell me about Bethany back then.”


  “She was a good child. Quiet. Tended to work by herself, instead of with her peers.”


  “Did you get a chance to know her parents?”


  The teacher glances away for a moment. “Sometimes Bethany came to school disheveled, or wearing dirty clothes... it raised a red flag for us. I think I even called the mother... what was her name again?”


  “Elise Matthews.”


  “Yes, that’s right.”


  “What did Elise say when you called?”


  “I can’t remember,” Mrs. Nguyen says.


  “Do you recall anything else about Elise Matthews?”


  The teacher nods. “I assume you mean the fact that she smelled like a distillery.”


  I feel my blood flow faster. “Did you report her to child protective services?”


  The teacher stiffens. “There weren’t any signs of abuse.”


  “You said she came to school disheveled.”


  “There’s a big difference between a child not being bathed every night, and parental neglect, Mr. Talcott. It’s not our job to police what happens at home. Take it from me—I’ve seen children burned on the soles of their feet by their parents’ cigarettes, and I’ve seen children come to school with broken bones and welts on their backs. I’ve seen children who hide in the supply closet at pickup time because they don’t want to go home. Mrs. Matthews might have liked her afternoon cocktail, but she deeply loved her little girl, and Bethany clearly knew that.”


  You’d be surprised, I think.


  “Mrs. Nguyen, thank you for your time.” I hand her my card, with Chris Hamilton’s office number penciled in. “If you think of anything else, please call me.”


  I have just started my car in the parking lot when there is a knock on the window. Mrs. Nguyen stands with her arms folded. “There was one incident,” she says, when I roll down the window. “Mrs. Matthews was late to pick up. We called the house, and kept calling, and there was no answer. I let Bethany stay for the afternoon session of school, and then I drove her home. The mother was passed out on the couch when we got there... so I took her home with me and let her stay the night. The next day, Mrs. Matthews apologized profusely.”


  “Why didn’t you call Bethany’s father?”


  A breeze blows a strand of Mrs. Nguyen’s hair from her bun. “The parents were going through a divorce. A week before, the mother had specifically asked us not to allow her husband to have any contact with the child.”


  “How come?”


  “Some threat he’d made, if I remember right,” Mrs. Nguyen says. “She had reason to believe that he might take Bethany and run.”


  ***


  Andrew looks thinner; although that might just be the baggy prison uniform. “How’s Delia?” he asks, like always. But this time, I don’t answer. My patience is wound too tight.


  I stand with my hands in my pockets. “You told me that the kidnapping of your child was a spur of the moment thing, a knee-jerk reaction to a bad situation. You told me that when you went home to get Delia’s blanket, you saw your ex-wife passed out and knew it was time to take matters into your own hands. Did I get that right?”


  Andrew nods.


  “Then how do you explain the fact that you threatened to take your daughter away from your wife before you actually did it?” Frustrated, I kick a chair so that it spins across the tiny conference room. “What else aren’t you telling me, Andrew?”


  Muscles tighten along the column of Andrew’s throat, but he doesn’t answer.


  “I can’t do this alone,” I say, and I walk out of the room without looking back.


  ***


  Thirty days before Andrew’s trial, the State notices up its witnesses. I respond like I always do—by requesting the criminal records of everyone the prosecutor plans to call to the stand. This is basic defense law, for those who have no defense: Do what you can to shoot holes in anything and everything the State throws your way.


  I get the records in the mail as I am running out the door to the courthouse for a 404B hearing that Emma Wasserstein’s scheduled. Waiting for the judge to receive me in chambers, I open the envelope. Delia doesn’t have a record, of course, so there are only two criminal record printouts. It’s not much of a surprise to find a clean report for Detective LeGrande, the retired policeman who had once been in charge of the kidnapping case. It’s the second report that interests me, anyway—the one for Elise Vasquez. Delia’s mother was busted on a DWI charge after a car accident in 1972.


  It’s a felony. It happened when she was pregnant with Dee. It’s not going to be easy, but I’m sure as hell going to try to impeach Elise with that conviction on the witness stand. It’s a credibility argument: If someone’s been drinking chronically, his or her memory recall is even more suspect.


  I ought to know.


  Emma Wasserstein turns the corner and comes to a halt when she sees me outside the judge’s chambers. “He’s not ready yet?”


  I glance at her prodigious belly. “Unlike you,” I say, “apparently not.”


  She rolls her eyes. “Maybe you didn’t get the memo, but we aren’t in seventh grade anymore.”


  The door opens, and Judge Noble’s assistant lets us into chambers. “Very cranky,” she warns under her breath. “Someone hasn’t had his protein today.”


  We retreat to our seats and wait for Judge Noble to let us know it’s all right to speak. “Ms. Wasserstein,” he sighs, “what is it this time?”


  “Your Honor, I’d like to have a prior bad act admitted as evidence. Namely, the assault conviction of Charles Matthews in December of 1976. It goes to motive.”


  “Judge, that’s completely prejudicial,” I say. “We’re talking about a scuffle years ago, one which is completely irrelevant to the charge at hand.”


  “Irrelevant?” Emma stares at me. “Did you happen to notice whom your client was beating up at the time?” She hands me a copy of the old assault charge—the same one I skimmed when I got it during discovery, figuring it had nothing to do with this case. My eyes hone in on the victim’s name: Victor Vasquez.


  Six months before Andrew absconded with his daughter, and three months before his divorce, he beat up the man who would later marry his ex-wife.


  Which, actually, does go toward motive... namely revenge, if your wife is screwing around with a guy before you’re even out the door.


  The judge gathers the papers on his desk into their file. “I’m going to allow it,” he says. “Is there anything else, Counselor?”


  Emma nods. “Your Honor, I think it’s clear to all of us that Mr. Talcott hasn’t noticed up a formal necessity defense. That leads me to believe that he’s going to run this trial as an all-out slander of Elise Vasquez.”


  It’s exactly what I’m planning to do.


  “I’d like to say on the record that I truly hope this doesn’t turn into a smear campaign of the victim, just because counsel doesn’t have anything redeeming to say about his own client.”


  The judge fixes his gaze on me. “Mr. Talcott, I don’t know if they allow character assassination in the courtrooms of New Hampshire, but you can be assured that we certainly don’t allow it here in Arizona.”


  “Regular assassination, though, would be a different story,” I murmur under my breath.


  “What was that?” the judge asks.


  “Nothing, Your Honor.” Andrew is guilty as hell of kidnapping, but there must be ways around that. It’s the way defense law works: You always plead not guilty, when what you really mean is guilty, but with good reason. Then you talk to your client and he gives you details from his sorry life that will win the sympathy of the jury.


  Assuming, that is, that those details from your client’s sorry life don’t thwart you at every turn. I think back to what the nursery school teacher said about Andrew threatening to take his daughter; to Emma’s smug expression when she handed me Andrew’s old assault charge. What else hasn’t he told me that might screw this case up even more?


  “You’ve got thirty days to pull a rabbit out of a hat, Counselor,” Judge Noble says. “Why are you still standing here?”


  ***


  When Andrew walks into our private conference room at the jail, I glance up. “Let’s add this to the list of things you ought to mention to your attorney, who is trying his best to get you acquitted: that your prior conviction for a bar fight just happened to involve your wife’s future husband.”


  He glances up, surprised. “I thought you knew. It was right there on the record at the arraignment.”


  “You feel like enlightening me any further?”


  He stares at me for a long moment. “I saw him,” he confesses, his voice cracking. “I watched him touching her.”


  “Elise?”


  Slowly, Andrew nods.


  “How did you find out there was something going on?”


  “Delia had drawn a crayon picture for me on a piece of scrap paper. I was hanging it up in my office at the pharmacy when I happened to notice there was writing on the back. I thought it might be something important, so I turned it over... it was a letter Elise had been writing to someone named Victor. I was still married to her. I loved her.” He swallows. “When I asked Dee where she got the paper from, she said the drawer next to Mommy’s bed. And when I asked her if she knew anyone named Victor, she said he was the man who came over to take a nap with Mommy.”


  Andrew gets up and walks toward the door, with its tiny streaked window. “She was in the house. She was only a baby.” He stands with his hands on his hips. “I came home early from work one day, on purpose, and caught them together.”


  “And you messed him up so bad he needed sixty-five stitches,” I say. “Emma Wasserstein is going to use that whole episode to explain why you turned around and kidnapped your daughter six months later. She’s going to say it was a premeditated act of payback.”


  “Maybe it was,” Andrew murmurs.


  “Do not say that on the stand, for God’s sake.”


  He rounds on me. “Then you make up the story, Eric. Give me a goddamned script and I’ll say whatever you want.”


  It would be enough, I realize, for any defense attorney: a client willing to do whatever I say. But it’s different this time, because no matter what facade I build over the truth, we’ll both know there’s something hiding underneath. Andrew doesn’t want to tell me more, and, suddenly, I don’t want to hear it. So I pick three words from the quicksand between us. “Andrew,” I say heavily, “I quit.”


  ***


  Fitz is trying to make fire. He’s put his glasses down on the dusty ground, and has positioned them in direct line with the sun, to see if they’ll ignite the crumpled ball of paper underneath the rims. “What are you doing?” I ask, unraveling my tie as I approach the trailer.


  “Exploring pyromania,” he says.


  “Why?”


  “Because I can.” He squints up at the sun, then moves the glasses a fraction to the left.


  “I told Andrew I quit,” I announce.


  Fitz rocks back on his heels. “Why’d you do that?”


  Glancing down at his combustion experiment, I say, “Because I can.”


  “No you can’t,” he argues. “You can’t do that to Delia.”


  “I don’t think it’s healthy to have a spouse who looks at you and thinks, ‘Oh, right, he’s the guy who got my father locked away for ten years.’ ”


  “Don’t you think it’s going to hurt her more when she finds this out?”


  “I don’t know, Fitz,” I say pointedly, thinking that this is the pot calling the kettle black. “Maybe she’ll find out what you’re doing first.”


  “Find out what?” Delia says, coming out of the trailer. She looks from me to Fitz. “What are you doing?”


  “Trying to talk your fiancé out of being an asshole.”


  I scowl at him. “Just mind your own business, Fitz.”


  “Aren’t you going to tell her?” he challenges.


  “Sure,” I say. “Fitz is writing about the trial for his paper.” Immediately I feel like a jerk.


  Delia steps back. “Really?” she says, wounded.


  Fitz is red-faced, furious. “Why don’t you ask Eric what he did today?”


  I’ve had it. First the hearing in chambers, then the argument with Andrew, and now this. I tackle Fitz to the ground, knocking his glasses to the side as we scuffle on the dirt. Fitz has gotten stronger since the last time we’ve done this, which must have been ages ago. He grinds my face into the pebbles, his hand locked on the back of my neck. With a jab of my elbow in his gut, I manage to get the upper hand, and then my cell phone begins to ring.


  It reminds me that, in spite of how I’m acting, I’m not some stupid adolescent anymore.


  I frown at the unfamiliar number. “Talcott,” I answer.


  “This is Emma Wasserstein. I wanted to let you know that I’ll be adding a witness to my list. The man’s name is Rubio Greengate. He’s the guy who sold your client two identities back in 1977.”


  I walk around to the back of the trailer, so that Delia won’t hear. “You can’t spring this on me now,” I say, incredulous. “I’ll object when you file the motion.”


  “I’m not springing anything on you. You’ve got two weeks. I’ll have the police reports of the interview we’ve done with him on your desk by tomorrow morning.”


  This means that the prosecution has established a witness to tie Andrew to the abduction—and for reasons I’ve never understood, juries hang on the words of witnesses, even when their accounts aren’t accurate. I open my mouth to tell Emma that I could actually care less, that I’m excusing myself from this case starting immediately, but instead I only hang up the phone and walk back to where Delia is now standing alone.


  She looks like she has been stung, like she is still smarting. And why shouldn’t she? It’s not every day you find out that someone you trust has been lying behind your back; for Delia, this is becoming commonplace. “I told Fitz to go to hell,” she says quietly. “I said he could quote me on that in twenty-point type.” She turns to me. “I should have realized that if he came all the way out here, it was because he had an agenda.”


  “For what it’s worth,” I say, “I don’t think he wanted to write this story any more than you want to see it written.”


  “I told him things I haven’t even told you... God, Eric, I took him with me the last time I went to see my mother.” She pushes her hair off her face. “What else is wrong?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Fitz said you had something to tell me. Is there something wrong with my father’s case?”


  She is staring at me with those beautiful brown eyes, the same ones I remember from a thousand moments in my life: the summer Sunday when I showed off by jumping off the high dive at the town pool; the February vacation when I broke my leg skiing; the night I made love to her for the first time.


  To the left of her foot, the paper that had been beside Fitz’s glasses bursts into flame.


  “There’s nothing wrong with his case,” I lie, and I don’t tell her that I’m giving up, either.


  ***


  Nighttime in Arizona is an embarrassment of riches. Sophie and I sit on the roof of the trailer, wrapped in a blanket. I show Sophie the Big Dipper, and Orion’s Belt, and a winking red star. She is more interested, though, in locating the alphabet. Just this morning I found one of my depositions on the kitchen table, covered with multiple streams of the letter B. “Daddy,” she says, pointing. “I see a W.”


  “Good for you.”


  “There’s another W, too.”


  The moon is full tonight, and when Sophie points at the stars I can clearly see the trio: W-O-W. To my surprise, when I spell out the letters, she tells me what the word is. “Ruthann taught me,” Sophie says. “I know wow and cat and dog and yes.”


  As she settles back in the V of my legs, I realize that if someone stole Sophie away from me, even if that person was Delia, I would search for her forever. I would turn over every single star, if that’s what it took to find her. But by the same token, if I knew that someone was going to steal her away from me, I guarantee you that I’d take her first and run.


  Suddenly Sophie stands up and bends over, so that her head is between her legs. She looks up at the sky from this vantage point while I panic about her falling off the top of the trailer. “Did you know,” she says, “that WOW, upside down, is MOM?”


  “I guess I never noticed.”


  Sophie leans against my heart. “I think it’s like that on purpose,” she says.


  ***


  Sometime after midnight Delia climbs up to the roof of the trailer and sits down cross-legged behind me. “My father’s going to go to jail, isn’t he,” she says.


  I gently lay Sophie down on a bed of blankets; she’s fallen asleep against me. “You can’t ever tell in a jury trial—”


  “Eric.”


  I duck my head. “There’s a good chance.”


  She closes her eyes. “For how long?”


  “A maximum of ten years.”


  “In Arizona?”


  I slip my arm around her. “Let’s deal with that when and if it happens.”


  With the moon watching like a hawk, I run my hands over the river of her hair and the landscape of her shoulders. We slip into my sleeping bag together—a tight fit—and she slides over me, her legs pressed the length of mine and her skin slick. We are attentive to silence—Sophie is asleep a few feet away—and that changes the tenor of the act. Without words, the other sensations expand. Sex becomes desperate, secret, precise as a ballet.


  We move, while coyotes pace the desert and snakes write in code across the sand. We move, while the stars rain down on us like sparks. We move, and her body blooms.


  Then we turn onto our sides, still linked, too close for anything to come between us. “I love you,” I whisper against her skin. My words fall into the tiny divot at the base of her throat, the pockmark left behind after a sledding accident.


  But Delia has had that mark ever since I met her, at age four. The sledding accident would have occurred beforehand, when she was living in Phoenix.


  Where it doesn’t snow.


  “Dee,” I say urgently, but she is already asleep.


  That night I dream of running on the surface of the moon, where everything weighs less, even doubt.


  ***


  Andrew enters the private attorney-client conference room. “I thought you quit.”


  “That was yesterday,” I reply. “Listen, that scar, on Delia’s neck... it didn’t come from a sledding accident, did it.”


  “No. It was a scorpion sting.”


  “She was stung by a scorpion on her throat?”


  “She got stung on the shoulder, but by the time Elise found her, she was already in bad shape. At the hospital, they tried to intubate her, but couldn’t do it the regular way, so they cut a hole in her windpipe and put her on a ventilator for three days until she could breathe on her own again.”


  “What hospital did you bring her to?”


  “Scottsdale Baptist,” Andrew says.


  If Delia had been brought into a hospital in 1976 for a scorpion bite, there will be records: written proof that in her mother’s solitary care, this child had been harmed. If it happened once, there was every chance it would happen again. And that might be enough justification for a jury to understand why a protective father might run off with his little girl.


  I gather up my papers and tell Andrew I’ll be in touch. Then I race into the parking lot behind the jail, where I turn the air-conditioning on full blast and call Delia on my cell phone. “Guess what,” I say when she answers. “I think I know why you’re afraid of bugs.”


  ***


  Scottsdale Baptist Hospital is now Scottsdale Osborn. An administrative assistant who has been following the kidnapping on local news channels has given Delia her old hospital records in return for an autograph. We sit down together in an archive closet, surrounded by walls of files with the colorful confetti of routing tabs. Delia opens the folder, and the musty scent of the past rises up from the small stack of paperwork. I watch her scan the pages, and wonder if she realizes she’s fingering the dime-size hollow at the base of her throat.


  “You read it,” she says a moment later, shoving the folder at me.


  BETHANY MATTHEWS. Date of Visit: 11/24/76.


  History: 3 y/o WF brought in by mother following questionable scorpion sting to L shoulder approximately 1 h PTA. Pt c/o pain to L shoulder as well as difficulty breathing, nausea, and double vision. Mother reports patient has had intermittent “jerking” of her arms as well as two episodes of non-bloody, non-bilious emesis. No LOC, no chest pain, no bleeding.


  PMH: None


  Allergies: NKDA


  Tetanus: UTD


  PE: 128/88 177 34 99.8 98% on RA 20 kg. Anxious, agitated 3 y/o ♀ in moderate distress.


  HEENT: Horizontal nystagmus, PERRLA, copious salivation, OP clear


  Neck: Supple, non-tender, no LAD, no thyromegaly


  Lungs: Slight rhonchi bilaterally, slight incr. WOB, no retractions


  CV: Regular, tachy, no m,r,g


  Abd: s/nt/nd/+bs


  EXT: 2x3 area of erythema on posterior left shoulder, no ecchymoses, no bleeding. 2+ distal pulses x 4


  Neuro: Alert, anxious, horizontal nystagmus to L side, dysconjugate gaze, facial droop on L side, gag reflex not intact. 5/5 strength x 4 extremities, sensitive to light touch except at area around envenomation, occasional opisthonos


  Laboratory data: WBC 11/6 Hct-36 Plt 240 Na 136 K 3.9 Cl 100 HCO3 24 BUN 18 Cr 1.0 gluc 110 Ca 9.0 INR 1.2 PTT 33.0; Urinalysis Sp Gr 1.020, 25–50 WBC, 5–10 RBC, 3+ BAC 1+ SqEpi, +nitrite, +LE


  ED decision-making: Pt presented to ED with s/s consistent with severe envenomation. After receiving 2 mg versed i.v. the patient was initially improved, but became agitated when Dr. Young attempted to remove the patient’s clothing in order to fully assess her. Antivenin was unavailable. Additional doses of versed were ineffective, and the decision was made to sedate and paralyze the patient for intubation. Because of the copious secretions, orotracheal intubation was impossible, and a needle cricothyrotomy was performed successfully. The patient was then admitted to the PICU and underwent a subsequent tracheostomy by peds general surgery. Pt ventilated for 3 days. Urinalysis also revealed a urinary tract infection, and the PICU team has been notified of this finding.


  “I don’t understand what it says,” Delia murmurs.


  “You couldn’t breathe,” I say, skimming the notes. “So the doctors made a surgical opening in your throat and hooked you up to machines that breathed for you.” I read further down the page:


  ED social worker was requested because mother presented as intoxicated; father notified.


  Here is proof, in black and white, that medical professionals thought Elise Hopkins was so drunk she was unable to take care of her child.


  Delia turns to me. “I can’t believe I don’t remember this.”


  “You were young,” I justify.


  “Shouldn’t I have at least some sense of being in a hospital for a few nights? Of breathing with a ventilator? Or of fighting the doctor? I mean, look at what it says, Eric. I had to be sedated.”


  She gets up suddenly and walks out of the closet, asking the administrative assistant where the pediatric ICU ward is. Determined, she gets into the elevator and heads upstairs.


  It looks different, surely, than it used to. There are bright murals of aquariums and Disney princesses on the walls and rainbows painted on the windows. Children tethered to IV poles navigate the halls with their parents; babies cry behind closed doors.


  A candy striper gets off another elevator and pushes past us, her face hidden by a bouquet of balloons. She brings them into the room opposite us; the patient is a little girl. “Can we tie them to the bed,” she asks, “and see if I float?”


  “I didn’t have balloons,” Delia murmurs. “They weren’t allowed in the ICU.” She crosses in front of me, but she might as well be a thousand miles away. “He brought me candy instead... a lollipop shaped like a scorpion. He told me to bite it back.”


  “Your dad?”


  “I don’t think so. This is crazy, but it was someone who looked like Victor. The guy my mother’s married to now.” She shakes her head, bewildered. “He told me not to tell anyone he came to visit.”


  I scuff my shoe on the linoleum. “Huh,” I say.


  “If I got bitten in 1976, my parents were still married.” Delia looks up at me. “What if... what if my mother was having an affair, Eric?”


  I don’t answer.


  “Eric,” Delia says, “did you hear me?”


  “She was.”


  “What?”


  “Your father told me.”


  “And you didn’t tell me?”


  “I couldn’t tell you, Delia.”


  “What else are you holding back?”


  A hundred answers run through my mind, from details of conversations I have had with Andrew in jail to the deposition I took from Delia’s former nursery school teacher, things that she is better off not hearing, although she would never believe me if I told her so. “You’re the one who wanted me to represent your father,” I argue. “If I tell you the things he tells me, I get tossed off the case, or disbarred. So, you pick, Delia. Do you want me to put you first... or him?”


  Too late I realize I never should have asked that question. She shoves past me without saying a word, and strides down the hallway.


  “Delia, wait,” I say, as she steps into the elevator. I put my hand between the doors to keep it from closing. “Stop. I promise; I’ll tell you everything I know.”


  The last thing I see before the doors close are her eyes: the soft, bruised brown of disappointment. “Why start now,” she says.


  ***


  The taxi drops me off at Hamilton, Hamilton, but instead of going into the office building I take a left and start walking the streets of Phoenix. I walk far enough that the tony stucco storefronts disappear and I find myself in places where kids in low-riding pants hang out on the corner, watching traffic without flicking their yellow eyes. I pass a boarded-up drugstore, a wig shop, and a kiosk that reads CHECKS CASHED in multiple languages.


  Delia is right. If I managed to figure out a way to keep her from knowing what her father told me, surely I would have been able to figure out a way to keep the Bar Association from knowing what I might have told her. It doesn’t matter that, in terms of legal ethics, I shouldn’t have disclosed to her any information about her father’s case, or her own absent history. It doesn’t matter that I promised as much to Judge Noble, and to Chris Hamilton, my sponsor in this state. The bottom line is that ethics are a lofty standard, but affection ranks higher. What is the point of being an exemplary attorney in the long run? You never see that on anyone’s tombstone. You see who loved them; you see who they loved back.


  I duck into the next store and let the air-conditioning wash over me. There is the unmistakable yeasty smell of cardboard cartons; the ching of a cash register. One wall is covered with the emerald green bottles of foreign wines; the entire back shelf is a transparent panorama of gins and vodka and vermouth. The full-bellied brandies sit side by side like Buddhas.


  I head to the corner of whiskeys. The cashier puts the Maker’s Mark into a brown bag for me and hands me back my change. When I leave the store I twist off the cap of the whiskey bottle. I lift the bottle to my lips and tilt back my head and savor that first, blessed, anesthetic mouthful.


  And, like I expect, that’s all I need for the fog in my head to clear, leaving one honest admission: Even if I had been free to tell Delia anything and everything, I still wouldn’t have done it. As Andrew has been trying to explain for weeks: It was easier to hide the truth than to hurt her.


  So does that make me guilty... or admirable?


  What is right, in the end, is not always what it seems to be, and some rules are better broken. But what about when those rules happen to be laws?


  Tipping the whiskey bottle, I spill the entire contents down a sewer grate.


  It is a longshot, but I think I’ve just found a way out for Andrew Hopkins.


  Delia


  By the time I reach my mother’s house, my emotions are hanging by a thread. I’ve been lied to by Fitz and by Eric; I’ve been lied to by my father. I have come here because, ironically, my mother is my last resort. I need someone to tell me the things I want to hear: that she loved my father; that I have jumped to the wrong conclusion; that the truth is not always what you think it is.


  When my mother doesn’t answer the doorbell, I let myself into her unlocked house. I follow her voice down a hallway. “How does that feel?” she asks.


  “Much better,” a man answers.


  I peer through a doorway to find my mother gently tying a knot in a silk cord around a younger man’s neck. Seeing me, he startles, nearly falling off his stool.


  “Delia!” she says.


  The man’s face turns bright red; he seems incredibly embarrassed to have been caught, even fully clothed, with my mother. “Stay,” she says. “Henry and I are finishing up.”


  He digs in his pants for his wallet. “Gracias, Doña Elise,” he mutters, shoving a ten-dollar bill into her hands.


  He’s paying her?


  “You have to keep wearing your red socks, and your red underwear for me. Understand?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” he replies, and he backs out of the room in a hurry.


  I stare at her, speechless for a moment. “Does Victor know?”


  “I try to keep it a secret.” My mother blushes. “To be honest, I wasn’t sure how you’d react, either.” Her eyes suddenly brighten. “If you’re interested, though, I’d love to teach you.”


  It is then that I notice the rows of jars behind her, filled with leaves and roots and buds and soil, and I realize we are talking about very different things. “What... is all this?”


  “It’s part of the business,” she says. “I’m a curandera, a healer. Sort of a doctor for the people doctors can’t help. Henry, for example, has been here three times already.”


  “You’re not sleeping with him?”


  She looks at me as if I’m crazy. “Henry? Of course not. He’s been hospitalized twice because his throat keeps swelling shut, but no medical professional can find anything wrong with him. The minute he walked in here, I knew it was one of his neighbors hexing him—and I’m working with him to break the spell.”


  My own business involves things that cannot be seen, but it’s rooted in the basics of science: human cells, attacked by bacteria, which create vapor trails. Once again, I look at this woman and think she is an utter stranger. “Do you honestly believe that?”


  “What I believe doesn’t matter. It’s what he believes. People come to me because they get to help with their cure. The client knots the special cord, or buries the sealed matchbox, or rubs the candle. Who doesn’t want to have a hand in controlling their own future?”


  It was what I had thought I wanted. But now that I am starting to remember, I am not so sure. I touch my hand to the scar at my throat; the discovery that brought me here. “If you’re a healer, why couldn’t you save me?”


  Her eyes fall to the small hollow. “Because back then,” she admits, “I couldn’t even save myself.”


  Suddenly this is all too hard. I am tired of putting up walls. I want someone with the strength—and the honesty—to break them down.


  “Then do it now,” I demand. “Pretend I’m some client.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with you.”


  “Yes, there is,” I say. “I hurt. I hurt all the time.” Tears pierce the back of my throat. “You’ve got to have some magic that makes things disappear. Some potion or spell or cord I can tie around my wrist that’ll make me forget how you drank... and how you cheated on my father.”


  She steps back, as if she’s been slapped.


  “What could you give me,” I ask, my voice shaking, “to make me forget... that you forgot about me?”


  My mother hesitates for a moment, and then walks stiffly to her shelves. She pulls down three containers and a glass mixing bowl. She opens the seals. I smell nutmeg, summertime, a distillation of hope.


  But she does not mix me a poultice or make a roux for me to swallow. She doesn’t wrap my wrists with green silk or tell me to blow out three squat candles. Instead, she comes hesitantly around her workbench. She folds me into her arms, even as I try to break free. She refuses to let go, the whole time that I cry.


  ***


  It seems as if we have been driving forever. Ruthann and I take turns during the night, while Sophie and Greta sleep in the backseat. We head north on Interstate 17, passing places with names like Bloody Basin Road and Horsethief Basin, Jackass Acres, Little Squaw Creek. We pass the skeletons of saguaros, inside which birds have made their homes; and the smashed amber glass from beer bottles, which line the side of the road like glitter.


  Gradually, the cacti vanish, and deciduous trees begin to pepper the foothills. The altitude makes the temperature drop, to a point where the air is so cool I have to roll up the window. Walls of striated red rock rise in the distance, set on fire by the rising sun.


  I’m not running away, not really. I just sort of invited myself to accompany Ruthann on a trip to visit her family on Second Mesa. She wasn’t too keen on the idea, but I pulled out all the stops: I told her that I thought it was important for Sophie to learn about the world; I told her that I wanted to see more in Arizona than the jail system; I told her that I needed to talk to someone, and that I wanted it to be her.


  As we drive, I tell Ruthann about Fitz’s story for the Gazette. I tell her about the scorpion sting, and what I remembered about Victor, and what Eric already knew. I don’t tell her about my mother. Right now, I want to keep that moment to myself, a silver dollar tucked into the hem of my mind to take out in an emergency.


  “So you really begged to come to Second Mesa because you’re angry at Eric,” Ruthann says.


  “I didn’t beg,” I say, and she just raises a brow. “Well, maybe just a little.”


  Ruthann is quiet for a few seconds. “Let’s say Eric had told you that your mother had been having an affair when he first found out. Would it have kept your parents from splitting up? No. Would it have kept your father from running away with you? No. Would it have meant that your father wouldn’t have been arrested? Nope. Far as I can tell, the only purpose served by telling you would be to get you even more upset, kind of like you are now.”


  “Eric knows how hard this is for me,” I say. “It’s like doing a jigsaw puzzle and going crazy because I can’t find the last piece, and then realizing that Eric’s had it stashed in his back pocket.”


  “Maybe he’s got a reason for not wanting you to finish that puzzle,” Ruthann says. “I’m not saying what Eric did was right. I’m just saying it might not be wrong, either.”


  We drive on in silence to Flagstaff, and then veer right onto a different road. I follow Ruthann’s directions to a turnoff for Walnut Canyon. We park in a lot next to a ranger’s truck, but the gates aren’t open yet. “Come on,” Ruthann says. “There’s something I want you to see.”


  “We have to wait,” I point out.


  But Ruthann just gets out of the car and reaches into the backseat for Sophie. “No we don’t,” she says. “This is where I’m from.”


  We climb over the gates and hike down a trail into a canyon that opens up like a seam between the scarlet rocks. Prickly pear and pinyons grow along the track like markers. The path winds tightly, a sheer four-hundred-foot drop on one side and a wall of rock on the other. Ruthann moves quickly, stepping over the narrowest of passes and crawling around spires and through crevices. The deeper we get, the more remote it seems to be. “Do you know where you’re going?” I ask.


  “Sure. My worst nightmare used to be getting lost in here with a bunch of pahanas.” Turning, she flashes a smile. “The Donner party ate the Indians first, you know.”


  We descend into the canyon, the gap between our path and the facing mass of rock growing narrower and narrower, until we have somehow crossed onto the other side. Sophie is the one who spots it first. “Ruthann,” she says, “there’s a hole in this mountain.”


  “Not a hole, Siwa,” she says. “A home.”


  As we get closer I can see it: Carved into the limestone are hundreds of small rooms, stacked on top of one another like natural apartment buildings. The walkway spirals around the mountain, until we reach the mouth of one of the cliff dwellings.


  Sophie and Greta, delighted by this carved cave, run from the cedar tree twisted into the mouth of the doorway to the back of the hollowed room. The rear wall is charred; the space smells of brittle heat and fierce wind. “Who lived here?” I ask.


  “My ancestors... the hisatsinom. They came here when Sunset Crater erupted in 1065, and covered their pit houses and the farms in the meadows.”


  Sophie chases Greta around a small square of rocks that must have been a fire pit. It is easy to imagine a family huddled around that, telling stories into the night, knowing that dozens of other families were doing the same thing in the small spaces surrounding them. There is a reason the word belonging has a synonym for want at its center; it is the human condition.


  I turn to her. “Why did they leave?”


  “No one can stay in one place forever. Even the ones who don’t budge, well, the world changes around them. Some people think there might have been a drought here. The Hopi say the hisatsinom were fulfilling a prophecy—to wander for hundreds of years before returning to the spirit world again.”


  Across the way, on the trail we’ve come in on, the day’s first tourists crawl like fire ants. “Did you ever think that maybe you’ve got it upside down?” Ruthann says.


  “What do you mean?”


  “What if the whole kidnapping experience isn’t the story of Delia?” she asks. “What if disappearing wasn’t the most cataclysmic event of your life?”


  “What else would be?”


  Ruthann lifts her face to the sun. “Coming back,” she says.


  ***


  The Hopi reservation is a tiny bubble inside the much larger Navajo reservation, spread across three long-fingered mesas that rise 6,500 feet above sea level. From a distance, they look like the stacked teeth of a giant; closer, like batter being poured.


  Almost twelve thousand Hopi live in small clusters of villages, and one of those, Sipaulovi, sits on Second Mesa. We park at a landing and hike up a hill, over shards of pottery and bones—an old habit, Ruthann tells me, from when families would bury food in the ash of their housing foundations to keep from going hungry. We reach a small, dusty plaza at the crest of the mesa, a square surrounded by one-story houses. There aren’t any adults outside when we arrive, but a trio of little children, not much older than Sophie, dart in and out of the shade between the buildings, appearing and disappearing like ghosts. Two dogs chase each other’s tails. On the roof of one building is an eagle, with brightly painted wooden toys and bowls at its feet.


  Through the windows of the houses I can hear music—recorded native chants, cartoons, commercial jingles. There is electricity at Sipaulovi, but not at some of the other villages; Ruthann says that at Old Oraibi, for example, the elders felt that if they took something from the pahanas, the pahanas would demand something in return. Running water is a new thing, she says, dating back to the 1980s. Before that, you had to carry water in a bucket from a natural spring at the top of the mesa. Sometimes when it rains, there are still fish in the puddles.


  Ruthann corrals me, slipping her arm through mine. “Come on,” she says, “my sister’s waiting.”


  Wilma is the mother of Derek, the boy we watched doing the Hoop Dance a few weeks earlier. I follow Ruthann to one house on the edge of the plaza, a small stone building with one facing window. She opens the door without knocking, releasing the rich smell of stew and cornmeal. “Wilma,” she says, “is that noqkwivi burning?”


  Wilma is younger than I expected—maybe five or six years older than me. She is in the process of trying to brush a little girl’s hair, in spite of the fact that the little girl refuses to sit still. When she sees Ruthann, a smile splits her face. “What would a skinny old lady like you know about cooking?” she says.


  The house is full of other women, too, wearing a rainbow of colorful housecoats. Many of them look like Wilma and Ruthann—sisters, aunts, I suppose. Hanging on the white walls are carved katsina dolls, like the ones that Ruthann told me about weeks ago. In the corner of the room is a television, crowned by a doily and a vase of tissue paper flowers.


  “You almost missed it,” Wilma says, shaking her head.


  “You know me better than that,” Ruthann answers. “I told you I’d be back before the katsinas left.”


  From here the conversation slides into the streaming flow of Hopi that I can’t follow. I wait for Ruthann to introduce me, but she doesn’t, and even stranger, no one seems to think this is odd.


  The little girl who is having her hair brushed is finally freed from her chair, and walks up to Sophie. She speaks in perfect English. “Want to draw?”


  Sophie slowly peels herself away from me and nods, following the girl into the kitchen, where a cup of broken crayons sits in the center. They begin to draw on brown paper, squares cut from grocery bags. I sit down next to an old woman weaving a flat plate from yucca leaves. When I smile at her, she grunts.


  The house is the strangest combination of past and present. There are stone bowls with blue corn being hand-ground into meal. There are prayer feathers, like the ones tied to Ruthann’s paloverde tree and the ones left in Walnut Canyon. But there are also linoleum floors, Styrofoam cups, and plastic tablecloths. There’s a Rubbermaid laundry basket and a teenage girl painting her toenails scarlet. There are two worlds rubbing right up against each other, and not a single person in this room seems to have trouble straddling them.


  Ruthann and Wilma are having an argument; I know this only because of the tone and volume of their words, and the way Ruthann throws up her hands and backs away from her sister. Suddenly there is a trilling cry—the low hoot of an owl, something I recognize from walking in the woods in New Hampshire. Immediately, the women begin to whisper and peer out the windows. Wilma says something that I would swear is Hopi for I told you so.


  “Come on,” Ruthann says to me. “I’ll show you around.”


  Sophie seems happy coloring; so I follow Ruthann outside to the plaza again. “What’s going on?” I ask.


  “There’s a ceremony tomorrow, Niman. It means the Home Dance. It’s the last one, before all the katsinas go back to the spirit world.”


  “I meant with Wilma. I guess I shouldn’t have come, after all.”


  “She’s not angry because you’re here,” Ruthann says. “It’s the owl. No one likes to hear them; it’s bad luck.” We have walked down a narrow footpath that leads away from the plaza, and are standing in front of a small home made of cinder block. A tongue of smoke licks its way out the chimney. Ruthann shields her eyes and stares up at it. “This is where I used to live when I was married.”


  I think about my own wedding ceremony, fallen by the wayside in the wake of my father’s trial. “I wonder if Eric and I will ever get around to that.”


  “The Hopi way takes years. You do the church thing, to get that out of the way, and you find a place to live, but it takes years for your groom’s uncles to weave your tuvola, your bridal robes. Wilma had already had Derek by the time her Hopi wedding came. He was three years old, and walked with his mother during the ceremony.”


  “What’s it like?”


  “A lot of work. You have to pay the groom’s family back for the robes, with plaques that you weave and food you prepare.” Ruthann grins. “Four days before my wedding, I went to live with my mother-in-law. I fasted, but I had to cook for her and her family—a test, you know, to see if you’re worthy of her son, even though I’d been married to him by law for three years already. There’s a tradition that the groom’s paternal aunts come over and throw mud at the groom’s maternal aunts, while each side complains about the bride and the groom, but it’s all a big joke, like those crazy bachelor parties pahanas have. And then, on the day of, I put on one of the white robes Eldin’s uncles had made me. It was beautiful—there were tassels hanging down, each one smaller than the next, like the canes I would use as I got older, getting closer and closer to the earth until my forehead touched it.”


  “What’s the second robe for?”


  “You wear it the day you die. You stand on the edge of the Grand Canyon, spread out the robe, step onto it, and rise into the sky as a cloud.” Ruthann looks down at her left hand, on which she still wears a gold band. “You pahanas have all these rehearsals for your wedding day... to us, the wedding day is the rehearsal for the rest of our lives.”


  “When did Eldin die?” I ask.


  “In the middle of a drought, in 1989.” Ruthann shakes her head. “I think the spirits picked him on purpose, someone larger than life, because they knew he’d be able to bring us rain. On the night he came back, I stood outside this very house,” she says. “I tilted back my head and I opened my mouth and I tried to swallow as much of him as I could.”


  I stare at the smoke, curling out of the chimney of the house. “Do you know who lives here now?” I ask.


  “Not us,” she says, and she turns and starts walking slowly up the path.


  ***


  Greta and I sit at the edge of Second Mesa as the sun goes down. Dear Mami, I write on the back of a grocery bag.


  Do you know that when you are in elementary school, every teacher celebrates Mother’s Day? And because they all felt bad for me, I didn’t have to make the bath salts or the woven paper basket or the card.


  Do you know that the first time I went to buy a bra, I waited in the lingerie department until I saw a woman walk in with a little girl, and I asked her to help me?


  Do you know that when I was ten, I tried to be Catholic, so I could light a candle to you that you’d see from Heaven?


  Do you know that I used to wish I’d die, so I could meet you?


  I glance up, staring out at the pancake landscape in the distance. For someone who can’t remember very much, there seems to be a lot I can’t forget.


  I know you’re sorry, I write. I just don’t know if that’s good enough.


  When I put down the pencil, it rolls over the edge of the cliff. Even in this utter quiet, I can hear my mother apologizing for her actions; I can hear my father justifying his. You would think it would be simpler, having them both in close proximity, but instead it makes it easier for them to tear me apart. They are both pleading for my vote; so loud that I can hardly make up my own mind.


  Again.


  I love my father, and I know that he was right to take me. But I am a mother, and I can’t imagine having my child stolen away. The problem is that this isn’t a case of either/or.


  My mother and father are both right.


  And at the same time, they were both wrong.


  When Ruthann walks up behind me, I nearly jump out of my skin. “You scared me,” I say.


  She looks tired, and lowers herself slowly to the ground. “I used to come here a lot,” she says. “When I needed to think.”


  I draw up my knees. “What are you thinking about now?”


  “What it feels like to come home,” Ruthann says, turning to the San Francisco peaks in the distance. “I’m glad you bullied me into bringing you.”


  I grin. “Thanks. I think.”


  She shields her eyes against the red glare of the sunset. “What are you thinking about?” she asks.


  I stand up and tear the paper into pieces. “The same thing,” I say, and together we watch the wind take them away.


  ***


  Before dawn the next morning, the plaza is already crowded with people. Some sit on metal folding chairs, others crouch on the roofs of the houses. Ruthann follows Wilma to a spot at the edge of the square, under the overhang of a building. There is no sun yet, but this dance will go on all day; and by then, it will be scorching.


  Sophie is quiet. Perched on my hip, she rubs her eyes. She looks at the golden eagle still tethered to one roof, which beats its wings every few minutes, and sometimes cries.


  When the sun is a fist on the horizon, the katsinas arrive in a single file, up from the kivas where they have been preparing. They carry armloads of gifts, which they pile in the plaza. Because it didn’t rain last night, they have not been allowed to drink this morning, and they will not, no matter how hot it gets.


  There are almost fifty of them—Hoote katsinas, I am told—all dressed alike. They wear white skirts with red sashes, and loincloths with different patterns. Their arms are decorated with cuffs, their chests are bare. On their left ankles are bells; on the right, rattles. They hold rattles in their right hands, and juniper—womapi—in the left. A necklace with a shell hangs down between each set of shoulder blades; a foxtail swishes between every pair of legs. Their bodies are covered with red ochre paint and a dusting of cornmeal, but the most imposing part of their costumes are the masks—a crown of feathers spiking up from the back of an enormous black wooden head, dog’s snout, bared teeth, bug-eyes.


  Sophie buries her face in my neck, as they begin to chant. The song is deep, guttural, building to a crescendo. The katsinas turn to the beat of the music in pairs as an old man weaves between them, sprinkling cornmeal and urging them to dance harder.


  Ruthann pats Sophie on the back. “Ssh, Siwa,” she says. “They’re not here to hurt you. They keep you safe.”


  When they stop dancing an hour or so later, they jangle toward the heaps of gifts they’ve carried up from the kivas. They toss baked loaves of bread to the people sitting on the roofs. They pass out watermelons and grapes, popcorn balls, peaches. They hand out bowls of fruit, squash, corn, Little Debbie cakes. Wilma, a recent widow, is given one of the biggest baskets.


  Finally, they pass out presents to the children. For the boys, there are bows and arrows wrapped with cattails and cornstalks. For the girls, katsina dolls tied with boughs of juniper. One dancer, perspiration pouring down his arms and sides, sweeps across the plaza to the spot where we are sitting. He holds two katsina dolls, their painted faces glazed by the sun. He hands one to Wilma’s daughter, and then kneels in front of Sophie. She shrinks away, cowed by the vivid flecks of his mask and the clean sharp smell of his sweat. He shakes his carved head, and after a moment her fingers close around the doll.


  The agility with which this particular katsina moves, and the long lines of his body, are familiar. I marvel at his footwork and wonder if, underneath the mask, this might not be Derek, the hoop dancer we met in Phoenix, Ruthann’s nephew.


  “Isn’t that—”


  “No, it’s not,” Ruthann says. “Not today.”


  The katsinas, ready for a short break, split into two lines that fold back upon each other and march out of the plaza, down the mesa in a long, undulating line toward the kiva. The clouds seem to follow them.


  Ruthann reaches for Sophie, who is holding her new doll tight. She rests her cheek to the crown of my daughter’s head and watches the katsinas go. “Good-bye,” she says.


  ***


  The next morning when I wake up, Ruthann is gone and Sophie is still fast asleep beside Greta. I tiptoe outside in time to see a man climb to the roof where the golden eagle is tied, watching the ceremonies. The bird beats its wings, but a tether around its foot keeps it from flying away. The man talks softly to the bird as he moves closer, finally wrapping the eagle in a blanket.


  When a woman comes out of the house beside me, I turn to her, alarmed. “Is he trying to steal the bird?” I ask. “Should we do something?”


  She shakes her head. “That eagle, Talátawi, he’s been watching us since May, to see that we’ve done all the ceremonies well. Now it’s time for him to go.” She tells me that her son was the one who captured Talátawi, as his father lowered him by rope down a cliff to an eagle’s nest. That the eagle’s name means Song to the Rising Sun; and that since they’ve named it, the bird is a member of their family.


  I wait for her husband to untie the bird, to see it fly off. But as I watch, the man wraps the blanket more tightly around the eagle. He holds it while the bird fights to breathe, and finally it goes limp. “He’s killing it?”


  The woman wipes her eyes. The eagle, she tells me, is smothered in cornmeal. All of his feathers will be removed except for a few, to be used in pahos and ceremonial objects that will bless the people of Sipaulovi. Talátawi’s body will be buried with gifts from the katsinas, and will journey to tell the spirits that the Hopi deserve rain. “It’s all for good,” she says, her voice shaking, “but that doesn’t make it any easier to let go.”


  Suddenly, Wilma slams out of the screen door. “Have you seen her?” she asks.


  “Who?”


  “Ruthann. She’s gone missing.”


  Knowing Ruthann, she’s gone to raid the junk piles that dot the reservation. Yesterday, as we were hiking up toward Sipaulovi, she told me that the Hopi believe when something’s wrecked or used up, it has to be given back to the earth, which is why trash is left on the ground and garbage in a heap. Eventually, after you die, you’ll get back whatever it is that was broken.


  At the time, I’d wondered if this held true for hearts.


  “I’m sure she’s fine,” I tell Wilma. “She’ll be back before you know it.”


  But Wilma wrings her hands. “What if she walked too far, and couldn’t make it home? I don’t know how much strength she’s got.”


  “Ruthann? She could probably win an Ironman competition.”


  “But that was before the chemotherapy.”


  “The what?”


  Wilma tells me that when Ruthann found out, she went to see a native healer. But it had spread too far too fast, and she turned to traditional medicine. She told Wilma that I’ve been driving her to the hospital for her appointments. But I have never taken Ruthann to any doctor; she has never even mentioned having cancer.


  On the roof behind us, the man sings a prayer that’s striped with grief, and rocks the body of Talátawi in his arms like an infant.


  “Wilma,” I say, “I want you to call the police.”


  ***


  I don’t want anyone coming with me—namely, a tribal police escort—so I surreptitiously scent Greta off a shirt in Ruthann’s suitcase. The bloodhound immediately begins to strain at her leash, even before I give the command. With Wilma talking to the cops and Derek babysitting for Sophie and his own little sister, Greta and I sneak away unnoticed.


  We move across yellowed ground split by deep fissures; we step gingerly over slabs of stone that have tumbled from the crests of the mesas. In some places it is easier than others—in the soft layer of dust that coats the earth, there will be a footprint; some of the vegetation has been kicked aside, or crushed. In other places, the only trace left behind of Ruthann is a thread of her scent.


  There are any number of dangers that might befall Ruthann out here—dehydration, sunstroke, snakes, desperation. It is terrifying to think that her recovery might sit squarely in my hands, and at the same time, there is a part of me that’s almost relieved to be doing this sort of work again. If I’m actively looking for someone, it must mean that I’m no longer the one who is lost.


  Suddenly Greta stops hard and alerts. She lopes off at a run, as I try to dodge boulders and juniper bushes in an effort to keep up. She turns onto a rutted road made for four-wheel-drive vehicles, and leads me into the bowl of a small canyon.


  We are ringed by sheer rock walls on three sides. Greta edges closer to the cliffs, pushing her nose along the cracked earth. My boots kick over shards of corrugated pottery and broken arrowheads and owl pellets. On the facings of the rock are markings: spirals, sunbursts, snakes, full moons, concentric circles. I trail my fingers over figures with spears and bighorn sheep; over boys holding what looks like a flower over their heads and girls trying to snatch them away; over twins connected by a wavy umbilicus. One entire wall is like a newspaper—hundreds of drawings densely packed into the space. It is amazing how much of the story I can understand, although these must have been hammered into place a thousand years ago.


  I am distracted by one symbol: a stick figure that could only be a parent, holding the hand of what could only be a child.


  “Ruthann!” I call out, and I think I hear an answer.


  Greta sits at the edge of a narrow crevice, whining as her paws scrabble for purchase. “Stay,” I command, and I take hold of the edges and hoist myself up to the thin ledge six feet off the ground. From here, I can see another foothold; I start to climb.


  It is when I’ve worked myself deep into the split of the rock, too far in and too high up to see Greta anymore, that I notice the petroglyph. This artist went to great pains to show this was a woman—she has breasts, and loose hair. She is pointed upside down, and her head is separated from her body by a long, wavy line. On the facing rock are a series of notches, precisely cut. I realize it is a calendar; meant for a solstice. On a particular day, the sun will hit this just right; and a line of light will slice the neck of the falling woman.


  A sacrifice.


  A rain of pebbles from overhead makes me glance up in time to see Ruthann step onto the lip of the cliff, another fifteen feet above me. Her body is wrapped tight in a pure white robe.


  “Ruthann!” I shout, my voice caroming off the rock walls, an obscenity.


  She looks down at me. Across the distance, our eyes meet.


  “Ruthann, don’t,” I whisper, but she shakes her head.


  I’m sorry.


  In that half-second, I think about Wilma and Derek and me, all the people who do not want to be left behind, who think we know what is best for her. I think about the doctors and the medicines Ruthann lied about taking. I think about how I could talk her down from that ledge like I have talked down a dozen potential suicide victims. Yet the right thing to do, here, is subjective. Ruthann’s family, who wants her alive, will not be the one to lose hair from drugs, to have surgery to remove her breast, to die by degrees. It is easy to say that Ruthann should come down from that cliff, unless you are Ruthann.


  I know better than anyone what it feels like to have someone else make choices for you, when you deserve to be making them yourself.


  I look at Ruthann, and very slowly, I nod.


  She smiles at me, and so I am her witness—as she unwraps the wedding robe from her narrow shoulders and holds it across her back like the wide wings of a hawk. As she steps off the edge of the cliff and rises to the Spirit World. As the owls bear her body to the broken ground.


  ***


  As soon as I can get a satellite signal, I call the tribal police and tell them where they can find Ruthann’s body. I let Greta off her leash and toss her the stuffed moose, her reward for making a find.


  I won’t tell anyone what I saw. I won’t tell them that I had a chance to stop her. Instead, I will say that this is how Greta and I found Ruthann. I will tell the police that I must have been minutes too late.


  In fact, I got there just in time.


  I pick up my cell phone again, and dial another number. “Please come get me,” I say, when he answers, and it takes me a while to find the rest of the words I need—where I am, where he is, how long it will take to reach me.


  Yesterday morning, before the Home Dance, when the golden eagle was still on the roof waiting for the katsinas, another eagle arrived. The two birds spent the afternoon in quiet company. Ruthann said sometimes that will happen: the eagle’s mother visits. And at the end of the day, she flies off, leaving her son behind to do what he has to do.


  I wonder if the mother eagle will come back to the village now, and see that her offspring is missing. I think maybe she won’t. I think maybe she knows to look for him in better places.


  ***


  Louise Masáwistiwa arrives at Sipaulovi that evening. Dressed in a business suit, with her thick black hair chopped into a trendy bob, she could not look more different from her mother if she tried.


  She is bent over Wilma’s kitchen table, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea, when I meet her. Her eyes are red; her features are Ruthann’s. “You must be the one who found her at Tawaki,” she says.


  I have since learned that Ruthann committed suicide at a special site, one with petroglyphs dating back to 750 B.C. No one is allowed there without an archaeological permit, and if you walk along the basin opposite the cliffs, you will eventually wind up in Walnut Canyon, and the cliff dwellings. “I’m so sorry,” I tell Louise.


  “She never wanted to get treatment. She only said she would because I argued with her about it. I argued with her about everything.”


  Louise reaches for a paper napkin from a holder in the center of the table and wipes her eyes, blows her nose. “They found a lump in her breast four months ago. They did surgery that same week. It was a pretty aggressive tumor, but the doctors thought that maybe with some chemo and radiation, they’d be able to keep it under control. I probably could have told them right then and there that no one could ever keep my mother under control.”


  “I think,” I say carefully, “that Ruthann knew what she wanted.”


  Louise stares down at the checkered plastic tablecloth. A handful of pennies are scattered on the red squares, like a makeshift checkerboard. She picks a few up, curls her fist around them. “My mother taught me how to count coins,” she says quietly. “I couldn’t get it right for the longest time. I thought a dime was a penny, because it was smaller. But my mother wouldn’t give up. She told me that if I was going to understand anything in this world, it ought to be change.” Louise wipes at her eyes. “I’m sorry. It’s just... it’s crazy, isn’t it, the way we always say that children belong to their parents, when it’s really the other way around?”


  I suddenly remember being very little and being embraced by my father. I would try to put my arms around my father’s waist, hug him back. I could never reach the whole way around the equator of his body; although I’d squeeze hard, he was that much larger than life. Then one day, I could do it. I held him, instead of him holding me, and all I wanted at that moment was to have it back the other way.


  Louise opens her hand so that the coins fall like rain. “Wouldn’t you know it,” she says, her mouth curving into a smile. “Now I work at a bank.”


  ***


  Sophie and I stand on the edge of Second Mesa, underneath the shadow of a circling hawk. “What it means,” I explain, “is that Ruthann isn’t here anymore.”


  She looks up at me. “Is she where Grandpa is?”


  “No. Grandpa’s going to come back,” I say, although I don’t know if this is true. “When you die, it means you go away, forever.”


  “I don’t want Ruthann to go away.”


  “Me neither, Soph.”


  Because I need to, I reach down and haul her into my arms. She wraps herself around me, her lips pressed to my ear. “Mommy,” she says, “I want to go wherever you do.”


  Had I said that once, to my mother?


  At the sound of footsteps behind us, I turn around. Fitz walks forward slowly, not sure whether it’s all right to interrupt. “Thank you for coming,” I say, and the words come out too stiff.


  “I owed you one,” Fitz answers.


  I look down at the ground. He doesn’t ask me what happened; he doesn’t ask me why I’ve called him and not Eric. He knows, without me saying so, that I can’t talk about that either yet. “I know I told you to go to hell,” I say, “but I’m glad you ignored me.”


  “Delia, that newspaper story—”


  “You know what?” I say, trying to keep my voice from breaking. “Right now, I don’t need a journalist. But I sure could use a friend.”


  He hunches his shoulders. “I have references.”


  I offer up the smallest smile, a bridge between us. “Actually,” I confess, “you’re the only one who applied.”


  We have just gotten into the car to drive back to Phoenix when the snow begins to fall, a freak act of nature. It starts as a few stray flurries, and then sticks to the ground. Dogs leap around, skidding trails with their paws; children come out of the houses edging the plaza to catch snowflakes on their tongues. Derek and Wilma, in the middle of the funeral preparations for Ruthann, stop what they are doing to look up at the sky. They will tell each other, and the people of Sipaulovi, that this is proof Ruthann has made it to the Spirit World.


  But I think this sign might also be for me. Because as Fitz drives away from Second Mesa toward Phoenix, the snow falls harder, blanketing the hood and the windshield and the mesas and the highway until the land is as white as the robe of a Hopi bride, as white as winter mornings in New Hampshire. As a child, I would stand at my window to see the folds of snow draped over my house and Eric’s and Fitz’s, like a sorcerer’s scarf. It was easy to pretend that underneath, everything had disappeared—shrubs and brick paths and soccer balls, hedges and fences and property lines. It was easy to pretend that when the magician pulled away his kerchief, the world would start over from scratch.


  ***


  I don’t think Fitz is at all surprised when I ask him to make a detour on our way home. He waits in the parking lot with Sophie and Greta, who are asleep in the backseat of the car. “Take your time,” he says, as I walk into the jail.


  There is only one other inmate with a visitor. My father sits down on the other side of that wall of Plexiglas and picks up the phone. “Is everything all right?”


  I look at him in his stripes, with a bandage wrapped around his left hand and a healing cut on his temple, with a nervous tremor that makes him keep glancing to the side, to see if someone is coming up behind him, and I cannot believe that he is asking me that question.


  “Oh, Daddy,” I say, all the tears coming at once.


  He balls his hand into a fist and then, from the core of it, pulls a plume of a Kleenex—sleight of hand. But then he remembers that he can’t get the tissue to me through the barrier of the wall, or over the telephone connection. He smiles faintly. “Guess I haven’t learned that trick yet.”


  When we did our magic show for the seniors, my father had had to convince me to do the vanishing act. He explained the reality to me—out of sight is out of mind—but I still believed that once the black curtain came down, I’d be gone for good. I was so nervous that he cut the tiniest of holes in the curtain for me. If I could keep an eye on him, he said, then surely I wouldn’t really disappear.


  I had forgotten about that hole until just now. It makes me wonder if I had remembered, even unconsciously, the way we had run away from home. If even at six years old, I had to learn to trust him to bring me back.


  ***


  Maybe if it hadn’t been such an awful day, I would have noticed that on the ride home from the jail, Fitz has gotten quieter and quieter. But I’ve been thinking of Ruthann, and my father. It isn’t until we pull up to the trailer and I see Eric’s car outside that I panic. Two days ago, which feels more like two hundred, I had left him behind in the hospital, angry at him for doing the job I had asked him to do. “Come in,” I beg Fitz, turning to him like I always do for support. “Be a buffer.”


  “I can’t.”


  “Pretty please,” I say. I glance into the backseat, where Sophie is still snoring in little puffs beside the dog. “You can carry her in.”


  Fitz looks at me, his face expressionless. “No. I’m busy.”


  “Doing what?”


  When he rounds on me, angry, it is so unlike the Fitz I know that I find myself shrinking back against the passenger seat. “For God’s sake, Delia, I just drove six hundred miles for you, and you weren’t even technically speaking to me.”


  Heat rises to my cheeks. “I’m sorry. I thought...”


  “What? That I have nothing better to do? That I don’t have a life? That I might not spend all that time with you wishing I was doing this?” His hands lock on each side of my face and he pulls me forward, like gravity. When his mouth seals over mine it is brutal, bitter. The stubble of beard on his face leaves a mark on my skin, raw and shaped like regret.


  He isn’t Eric, and so our lips don’t move in a familiar rhythm. He isn’t Eric, and so our teeth grit against each other. He holds the back of my head, as if he is afraid I will break away. My heart beats so hard I begin to feel it in forgotten places: behind my eyes, at the base of my throat, between my legs.


  “Mommy?”


  Fitz immediately releases me, and we both turn around to see Sophie watching us curiously from her car seat. “Oh, Jesus,” he murmurs.


  “Sophie, honey,” I say quickly, “you’re having a dream.” I fumble for the door latch and step out of the car, then reach into the back and haul my daughter into my arms. “Isn’t it funny, the things we think we see when we’re sleeping?”


  She sinks into my shoulder, boneless, as Greta bounds out of the car. By now, Fitz is standing outside, too. “Delia—”


  A light goes on in the trailer, and the door opens. Eric, bare-chested and wearing boxers, comes down the aluminum stairs. He takes Sophie out of my arms, a transaction of commerce.


  Before we can say anything to each other, the sound of Fitz’s car engine slices the night in half. He peels away, leaving a cloud of dust and grit in his wake.


  “Ruthann’s sister called to see if you got home,” Eric says quietly, so that he doesn’t wake Sophie. “She told me what happened.” I follow him up the steps, wait to answer until he has laid Sophie down in our bed and pulled up the covers. He closes the door to the tiny bedroom and then puts his hands on my shoulders. “You all right?”


  I would like to tell him about the Hopi reservation, where the very ground you are standing on might crumble beneath your feet. I’d like to tell him that an owl can spell out the future. I’d like to explain what it looks like to watch someone fall twenty stories and to see, at the same time, a storm in the shape of her body begin to climb into the sky.


  I’d like to apologize.


  But instead I find myself going to pieces. Eric sits down on the floor of the trailer with me in his arms. He lets me keep all my words to myself.


  “Dee,” he says after a while, “will you promise me something?”


  I draw away, wondering if he, like Sophie, saw what had happened in the car. “What?”


  He swallows hard. “That I won’t wind up like your mother.”


  My heart cinches. “You won’t start drinking again, Eric.”


  “I wasn’t talking about alcoholism,” he says. “I was talking about losing you.”


  Eric kisses me so tenderly that it unravels me. I kiss him back, trying to find the same depth of faith. I kiss him back, although I can still taste Fitz, like a stolen candy tucked high against my cheek, sweet when I least expect it.


  VII
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  “I have done it,” says my memory.


  “I cannot have done it,” says my pride,


  refusing to budge. In the end—my


  memory yields.


  —Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, “Fourth Part: Maxims and Interludes”


  Andrew


  “Drink this,” Concise says, and he holds up a bottle of shampoo.


  I look at him as if he is crazy. “No way. It’ll make me sick.”


  “Well, sure it will, fool. Everyone wants to know where that bullet went. You ain’t gonna wait for it to come out the other end.”


  In the wake of the fight in the rec yard, Sticks has been sent to the hospital for ophthalmological surgery, the blow dart embedded deep in his eye. He’ll be sequestered for a disciplinary stint, but eventually he’ll be back, and we will pick up where we left off.


  Taking the shampoo bottle out of Concise’s hand, I swallow half the contents. A moment later I charge for the toilet in the cell, bracing my hands on the bowl.


  “No, it’ll go down the sewer!” Concise grabs my shoulders and pivots me so that I vomit into the stainless-steel bowl of the sink. The bullet hits the drain with a ping.


  “That,” Concise says, grinning, “is fuh sheezy.” He reaches under the bunks and tosses me a towel.


  It is when I turn around to catch it that I notice Fetch lurking outside our cell. A gangly stickbug of a kid, with White Pride tattoos curled around his biceps like asps, he’s one of Sticks’s posse. And he’s been watching every move we’ve made.


  “Yo, cracker,” Concise calls out. “You want to squeal to Sticks, we got a message for him.” He points his finger at Fetch, a makeshift gun. “Bang,” he says.


  ***


  In this jail, the whites control the inflow of hard drugs, and in our pod, the contact for goods is Sticks. Concise and his hooch are small-time runners by comparison. The drugs get smuggled in off the streets. They’re offered to the members of the Aryan Brotherhood upstairs in close custody first, then whites in general populations, and finally to other races. Money is exchanged by acquaintances on the outside—any massive transfer of funds in jail accounts would immediately trigger suspicion from the DOs.


  Sticks, now wearing a patch over his left eye, has just come in from an AA meeting, a prime place to make deals. It has been two weeks since the incident in the rec yard, but that might as well be yesterday in jail. He walks toward my stool and kicks it. “You’re in my way,” he says.


  “I’m not in your way.”


  Sticks shoves me three feet forward. “You’re in my way,” he repeats.


  Concise and Blue Loc are a sudden, implacable wall. They stand with their arms crossed, their muscles dark and flexed. Outnumbered, Sticks backs off.


  Concise and I walk up the stairs side by side. We don’t speak until we have turned the corner on the landing. “What he say to you?” Concise asks.


  “Nothing.”


  We both stop dead in the entryway to our cell. The entire space has been tossed—towels flung into the toilet, food stores emptied, bottles of Concise’s hooch opened and spilled in puddles across the floor. One of our mattresses has been ripped in half, small tumbleweeds of yellowed foam are all over the floor.


  “Sticks and his peckerwood buddies did this,” Concise says. “You know what they were lookin’ for,” he adds, and it isn’t a question.


  For the first time that day, I stop doubting Concise—who has insisted that the bullet cannot be left hidden in our cell, who would not listen to my protests when I told him I absolutely, positively, was not going to do what he suggested I do. For the first time that day I am fully aware of the small metal missile I pushed deep inside of me that morning, a suppository full of vengeance.


  ***


  To become a member of a prison gang, you might as well start in jail. Prospective members of the Aryan Brotherhood, the Mau Mau, and the Mexican Mafia—or EME, as they call themselves—are recommended by made members. A yes vote, taken among other members, lets you in on probation. Probates are subject to a background check—no crimes against children, no being a source for anyone in law enforcement—and you are given a sponsor, a member who takes you under his wing.


  For the Aryan Brotherhood, a probate has to prove himself for two years. You will be expected to keep weapons hidden with you. You will be asked to fight. You will be expected to ferry drugs from one place to another. If you have drug connections, you will be expected to supply the members. If you make money from any of this, you have to share it with everyone.


  At the end of two years, you will be assigned a hit—a murder sanctioned by the governing force of your gang. For the Aryan Brotherhood, that’s three particular inmates in the Special Management Unit of the Arizona State Prison.


  You will be given a weapon and told how to commit the murder. Your sponsor will come with you, when it’s time. After all, if there is an eyewitness to a murder you’ve committed, you most likely won’t squeal... and since there was an eyewitness to a murder he committed, he isn’t squealing, either. It is one big pyramid scheme.


  Once you’ve done your job, you will be allowed to put on a wet patch—a tattoo. Gothic letters—AB—scraped into the skin of your arm or chest or neck or back. You must be in prison to be inked, so some time may pass between your hit and when you officially become a gang member.


  If a made member has the chance to take care of a sanctioned hit and misses the opportunity, it’s a mistake punishable by death at the hands of his own kind.


  ***


  A few days later, we are in the pod watching the news when a local update comes on. At these, everyone perks up—if there’s a report of crime, there’s an excellent chance someone in the pod knows who committed it. Today, there is word of a raging fire in the Phoenix area.


  The reporter is a tiny woman with hair the same color as the flames. “Police say a meth lab may be to blame for this morning’s fatal fire, which destroyed a home in the North Phoenix area on Deer Valley Road last night. Firefighters were called in after an explosion took the life of Wilton Reynolds. At this hour...”


  There is a mighty roar behind me, and the sound of a garbage can being overturned. When I look over my shoulder, I see Concise standing over the mess. The DOs immediately rise to attention, so I turn to the control booth. “It was an accident,” I say, righting the can. I grab Concise by the arm and pull him upstairs to our cell. “What are you doing?”


  He sits down. “Sinbad’s my brother.”


  “Sinbad?”


  “That homey they were talking about on the news.”


  It takes me a moment to understand that Concise is referring to the victim in the fire. “You mean the meth cook?”


  “He told me he knew what he was doin’,” Concise mutters.


  “You said you had two sisters.”


  “He’s my brother,” Concise repeats, stressing the metaphor. “I grew up with him on the streets. This was gonna be our big thing.”


  “You were in business making meth? Do you have any idea what that drug does to people?”


  “We weren’t givin’ it away,” Concise snaps. “If someone was fool enough to mess himself up, that was his problem.”


  I shake my head, disgusted. “If you build it, they will come.”


  “If you build it,” Concise says, “you cover your rent. If you build it, you pay off the loan sharks. If you build it, you put shoes on your kid’s feet and food in his belly and maybe even show up every now and then with a toy that every other goddamn kid in the school already has.” He looks up at me. “If you build it, maybe your son don’t have to, when he grow up.”


  It is amazing—the secrets you can keep, even when you are living in close quarters. “You didn’t tell me.”


  Concise gets up and braces his hands against the upper bunk. “His mama OD’d. He lives with her sister, who can’t always be bothered to take care of him. I try to send money so that I know he’s eatin’ breakfast and gettin’ school lunch tickets. I got a little bank account for him, too. Jus’ in case he don’t want to be part of a street gang, you know? Jus’ in case he want to be an astronaut or a football player or somethin’.” He digs out a small notebook from his bunk. “I’m writin’ him. A diary, like. So he know who his daddy is, by the time he learn to read.”


  It is always easier to judge someone than to figure out what might have pushed him to the point where he might do something illegal or morally reprehensible, because he honestly believes he’ll be better off. The police will dismiss Wilton Reynolds as a drug dealer and celebrate one more criminal permanently removed from society. A middle-class father who meets Concise on the street, with his tough talk and his shaved head, will steer clear of him, never guessing that he, too, has a little boy waiting for him at home. The people who read about me in the paper, stealing my daughter during a custody visit, will assume I am the worst sort of nightmare.


  I run my hands over my scalp—fuzzy, now that the hair is growing in again. “It’s the phosgene gas,” I tell him.


  “What?”


  “That’s what killed your friend. The chemical reaction necessary to make meth produces a lethal gas. If you disconnect your tubes the wrong way, you die.”


  Concise blinks at me. “You a meth cook, too?”


  “No. But I’ve got advanced degrees in chemistry.” I sit down and motion for the notebook Concise is still holding. I rip a page out of the back and then rummage underneath my pillow for a pencil—sharp enough, it makes a good weapon to sleep with in your hand.


  It takes me a few minutes and several corrections, but when I have the reactions down right, I hand the recipe to Concise. “Find another friend. This’ll work.”


  “No way. You ain’t gettin’ involved. This ain’t who you are.” He crumples up the paper and tosses it on the floor of the cell.


  Who I am, and what I am capable of doing, has always managed to surprise me. I think about the day I ran away with you; how I took you to a diner and let you order every single dessert on the menu, so that you would think the best of me before you could begin to think the worst.


  I reach for the paper. “Your son,” I say. “What’s his name?”


  ***


  The first thing you need to make meth is a lot of friends, because drugstores limit the number of cold tablets a single person can buy at once. They come in boxes of twenty-four, and you need thousands to get the right amount of pseudoephedrine. You also need rubber tubing and faucet coupling, acetone, and alcohol. Muriatic acid, cat litter, and duct tape. Iodine crystals and flasks and beakers. Red phosphorus—the stuff on the heads of matches, but in far greater supply. You’ll need coffee filters and funnels and lye and cleaning gloves. You’ll need a Pyrex pie plate and canning jars with lids.


  Grind the pills into powder in a blender. Put this into a canning jar. Fill with alcohol, cover, and shake until it settles. Filter this through more alcohol, several times. Pour the liquid into pie plates and microwave until the liquid evaporates. Crush the powder as fine as you can, rinse with acetone, and set the residue into another plate. Break it apart and let it dry.


  In the meantime, set up your glassware.


  ***


  I have been in jail for twenty-five days when I am given a nickname by the blacks: The Chemist. I learn a new vocabulary: Glass is meth that’s been washed in acetone and has very few impurities, therefore costing more. A teener is a sixteenth of an ounce. An eight ball is an eighth of an ounce. A quarter—of a gram, that is—is the usual injected dose and goes for $25 on the streets. A dime bag is ten dollars’ worth. Tweaking is being high on meth. To be spun is to be tweaking for too long. Sketching is the state between these two.


  I try not to think about the actual drug transactions, about the strangers I am harming. But there is a part of me that knows they are the price I’m paying for my safety in this jail, and the protection of the blacks. There is a part of me that whispers, I told you so. You ruined one life, what made you think you wouldn’t ruin a hundred more?


  An army of spies on the outside become the arms and legs of the operation. They buy the supplies, make the meth, and set up bank accounts for Concise and me. I didn’t want any profits, but Concise was adamant—if I was taking the risk, I was taking the rewards, too—and so I conceded. I imagine using the funds to keep kids like Concise’s son off the streets—a senior center, maybe, but for the younger, more desperate set.


  It brings me right back to the question I’ve been circling since I got here: Once you make a mistake, can any amount of compensation erase it?


  Concise locates diabetics in different pods who can steal syringes from the outpatient clinic where they go for their insulin shots. Most users prefer to shoot up, which is why the needles are in high demand, but meth can also be smoked, snorted, or mixed with coffee or juice.


  He has a full list of customers before the first batch is even ready.


  ***


  On the day that jury selection begins for my trial, I am given a suit and blue shirt. I don’t recognize it, and I find myself stroking the fabric and wondering if you picked it out on my behalf. I am so overwhelmed by the thought of putting on something, anything, other than stripes that I don’t realize at first how upset Concise is. “Chicken Neck Mike ain’t gonna be in place for the drop-off,” he says.


  He hands me a letter from an inmate in a different pod. Since prisoners aren’t allowed to communicate with one another, it’s been kited: Someone on the outside has received the note from Mike, and mailed it back to Concise. According to the note, Mike is supposed to smuggle in the first shipment of meth today when he goes to the courthouse for sentencing, but his attorney rescheduled the date, and therefore Chicken Neck Mike will miss the transfer.


  “Well,” I say after a moment. “I’m going to be there.”


  ***


  Inmates are shackled together for the transfer to the courthouse. We carry our alter egos under our arms—jeans and muscle tees, button-down shirts, a suit. At the courthouse the chains are unlocked, and we are allowed to change. Eric has forgotten to bring me socks; so I slide my bare feet into my loafers.


  We are led en masse to the courtroom and seated in the jury box together; one by one we will be called to a table beside our attorneys. Eric isn’t here yet, and I’m grateful: I would not want him to see what I am about to do.


  There is no difference, of course, between providing the recipe that launches thousands of grams of methamphetamine or being the physical link that transports it back to the jail—you are implicated by your actions either way—but in some corner of my mind, being an active participant in smuggling drugs is more shameful.


  Concise has told me that Blue Loc’s girlfriend will pass me what I need to bring back. “You jus’ sit there,” Concise said to me, “and let the stuff come to you.”


  For nearly a half hour, I wait in the jury box; watching lawyers filter into the courtroom and talk to one another, or read through their motions. The judge is nowhere in sight. I admire the soaring ceiling, the span between walls—architecture that I’ve forgotten.


  A young woman hurries down the center aisle and corrals a deputy. She is wearing a pinstriped suit that clings to the curves of her waist and hips, and sensible black heels. Her cornrowed hair has been twisted into a neat knot, and her skin is the color of maple syrup. “Yes, I’m a paralegal for Eric Talcott,” I hear her say, and she points right at me. “He needs his client to review a motion for today’s appearance. If I could just...” She smiles into his eyes.


  A moment later, she comes toward me. “Mr. Talcott wanted you to take a look at this,” she says, and she leans over the divider of the jury box with a manila folder.


  There is absolutely nothing written on the papers in the file. She points to them and whispers, “Nod.” I do, and a tiny knotted balloon slides out of the crease of the folder to drop softly between my feet.


  She snaps her folder shut and makes her way out of the courtroom. I try to imagine her with Blue Loc when he is not Blue Loc, but just some guy living with a girl downtown. Then I bend down and tuck the balloon into my fist. Slip it into the waistband of my pants.


  Eric arrives a few minutes later and asks the deputy’s permission to approach me, too. By now, I’m sweating so hard there are stains beneath my arms. I feel like I’m on the verge of passing out. “You okay?” he asks.


  “Great. Fine.”


  He gives me a funny look. “What the hell was that deputy talking about? Some paralegal wanted to see you?”


  “It was a mistake. She was looking for a different guy named Hopkins.”


  Eric shrugs. “Whatever. Look, what’s going to happen today—”


  “Eric,” I interrupt. “Is there any chance you can get me out to use the bathroom?”


  He glances at me, then at the deputy. “Let me see.” Apparently, I am enough of a physical wreck to merit a special break, because a different deputy is summoned to escort me to the restroom. He stands outside the stall and whistles while I drop my pants. From behind my ear I take the dollop of ointment Concise gave me that morning for this purpose—a “keep on person” medication for skin lesions. Grimacing, I wipe the salve over the little white balloon, until it is lubricated enough to be pushed into my rectum.


  Ten minutes later, I take my seat at the defense table beside Eric. I keep my eyes on the parade of potential jurors who walk through the courtroom doors. I scrutinize the woman with acne, the man who keeps checking his watch, the freckled girl who looks just as frightened to be here as I am. They take the jury surveys that Eric hands out. Some of them glance at me with narrowed eyes, others purposely keep their expressions blank. I wish I could speak to them. I would tell them that they couldn’t possibly judge me any more harshly than I’ve judged myself. I would tell them that when you look at a person, you never know what they’re hiding.


  ***


  Wear gloves. Run water through your Alyn condenser. Very quickly add your red phosphorus, using a coat hanger to unclog it if you have to. It’s the exothermic reaction you’re looking for, and it will be immediate. Quickly plug the top that leads to your vinyl tubing, and tape the connection.


  When yellow fumes rise from the mixture, shake the condenser. If the pressure gets too high, put the flask into an ice bath until it slows down. Eventually, the mixture will swell up, like a mousse, and then recede.


  At some point the cat litter in the milk jug at the other end of your setup will turn hot and purple. Disconnect the rubber tubing from the Alyn condenser. Cut the vinyl tubing off as close to the milk jug as you can. Cover immediately with duct tape.


  Be careful. Do not untape. Inside is the phosgene gas that killed your friend.


  ***


  Twitch is a twenty-two-year-old who looks fifty. He hangs out in the corners of the rec yard, peeling scabs that fester between his fingers and toes and sniffing at the blood that wells up and still reeks of the meth that runs through his system. When he smiles at you, which isn’t often, you can see the black holes where he’s lost teeth, and the plush white carpet of his tongue.


  Most of the time he is spun out—too high on meth to sleep—and subject to hallucinations. He’s not a violent addict, but a paranoid one, and recently he’s become certain that the DOs are bodysnatchers. He plucks at my shirt as I walk by him. “How much longer,” he whispers. He is talking about our supply.


  That initial balloon I smuggled in from the court was given to the Mau Mau upstairs in close custody—the black prison gang members. Having given his tithe, Concise has opened the proverbial door for business.


  Our first in-house batch arrived in a Bible. The same girl who’d played paralegal at court for me brought a leather-bound edition to the minister who leads the Baptist services here. She cried as she explained how her boyfriend—Concise, this particular day—had found Jesus, and how she’d inscribed a Bible specially for him, only to be told by the detention officers that inmates were only allowed books arriving directly from Amazon.com. Was there any possible way that the minister might be able to get this gift to her boyfriend?


  What self-respecting minister would ever turn down a request like that?


  When Concise received the Bible during his next appearance at services, he thanked the minister profusely, and then came back to the cell and thanked God. Hidden in the spine, under carefully reglued leather, was an ounce of meth to be sold. That ounce, which would net $1,000 on the streets, was worth $400 a gram in prison—or, as Concise figured, $11,200.


  Twitch grabs my sleeve again, and I shake him off. “I told you, I’m not the one who makes the deals.” I turn away just in time to witness a transaction going down between Concise and Flaco, one of the Mexican Nationals.


  “It’s a hundred fifty,” Concise says.


  Flaco’s eyes darken. “You sold Tastee Freak the same quarter gram for a C-note.”


  Concise shrugs. “Tastee Freak ain’t no spic.”


  Flaco agrees to the price and leaves; he will be given his prize after Concise receives word of a money transfer from his friends outside. “You taxed him,” I say, walking up to Concise. “Isn’t that... isn’t it...”


  I am about to say “wrong,” but realize what a stupid distinction it is.


  “Why?” I ask. “Because he’s Mexican?”


  “Now, that would be jus’ plain racist of me,” Concise says, and he grins. “It’s because he ain’t black.”


  From a rec yard rap:


  Sittin’ in a four-corner cellblock


  My weapon is a shank, not a Glock.


  Early in the mornin’ the cells pop


  Off to the chow hall is our next stop


  Eatin’ cold-ass eggs, that’s what it was


  See my homeboy Coast, what up, cuzz?


  Mobbin’ the yard, our car is deep


  We always strapped and ready to creep.


  Hit the iron pile, gettin’ swoll to the hub


  Ready to war with any scrub


  My big bro Snoop gave us word


  Shit is gonna jump is what he heard


  So post up and get ready to stick


  Any mutha fucca that tries somethin’ slick


  The handball court was the spot


  To run steel in a fool was my plot


  Me and this fool on the killin’ field


  I shanked him in the necc, it got real.


  When his punk-ass gasped, I hit him again


  Ran my shank right under his chin.


  I left the punk dead in his traccs


  187 tat on my bacc


  In this cell I’m left to rot


  Doin’ life on a murder plot


  I don’t care, I’ll do it again


  Doin’ twenty-five to life in the state pen.


  The diabetic who has been providing Concise with needles also gets him an asthma inhaler, traded from an emphysemic inmate. At night, after lights out, he scrapes the head and foot off the thin tin canister, fashioning a hollow tube. He carefully pries the cylinder open by applying pressure with a toothbrush until it is a flat piece of metal, ready for shaping.


  It will become a zip gun, a deadly chamber for the bullet we’re still hiding.


  When I am out of the cell, I make sure Concise will be present to stand guard over our treasure. If he’s going to be gone, too, one of us hides it on our bodies. We treat this tiny missile of gunpowder with the care and reverence a new parent would give an infant.


  Tonight, Concise is working on his weapon harder than usual. “Do you ever think about what you’ll do, on the outside?” I ask quietly.


  “No.”


  His flat denial surprises me. “There’s got to be something you’d like to do.”


  “The world ain’t no Hallmark commercial, Chemist,” Concise says. “Most of us are just doin’ life on the installment plan.”


  “You could move away with your son. Find a job somewhere.”


  “Doin’ what?” Concise asks. “You think people go out of their way to hire brothers with a prison record?” He shakes his head. “Whether or not you get inked in here, you leave with a tattoo.”


  I’d like to think that we can be a hundred different people in one lifetime. But maybe Concise is on to something; maybe once you change, there’s a piece that stays that way forever. Until, eventually, you cannot remember who you were in the first place.


  Concise rubs the edge of the zip gun more furiously along the cement. “What’s the rush?” I ask.


  Rumors about an upcoming race riot spread like smoke; usually they are so thick in the cells you can barely breathe for all the guarded anticipation. But I have heard nothing. In fact, Sticks spent most of the afternoon in his cell, brooding.


  “The white boys jus’ lost their supplier,” Concise says. “He got beat to death on the outside. Sticks gotta find himself some drugs, or he ain’t gonna get his patch.”


  For all that Sticks controls the whites in our pod, he is still taking orders from someone upstairs in close custody, someone who will expect him to find a new source.


  “He’s going to come to us?” If Concise taxes the Mexicans, I can only imagine what fine he’ll impose on the whites.


  “He gonna come,” Concise confirms. “But that don’ mean we got to sell it to him.”


  ***


  Once you have filtered out your solids, add naphtha to the jar. When the mixture separates, add lye. Stir, so that it doesn’t boil over.


  Pour the contents into a coffeemaker pot. When the mixture separates again, pour the top layer into the liter bottle with a sports top. Shake hard for five minutes.


  When the liquid settles, invert the bottle, and pour the bottom layer onto a pie plate. A pH strip dipped into the contents should turn red.


  Microwave the pie plate until the water evaporates off. The crystals left behind are the finished product.


  ***


  There are certain corners of hallways in this jail where the surveillance cameras don’t spy. One stretch is where church and AA meetings are held, another is leading out to the infirmary. These are the spots for a well-placed elbow to the kidney, or a slip of a shank. Whether or not you intend to do so, you speed up as you round the turns.


  I am just returning from the GED course meeting—my Ph.D. in chemistry seems insignificant when compared to an entire hour outside bars—when I feel a hand grab me and push me against the wall. A toothbrush, its handle scraped sharp as a knife, is held to the skin of my throat.


  I assume it is Sticks. So when I hear, instead, a Mexican accent, I am almost relieved. “Tell the miyate we don’t want to pay extra,” Flaco says.


  I can smell the sour stink of urine, and I realize it’s mine. He lets go of me; I fall onto my hands and knees. “And if you don’t listen, gringo,” he threatens, “I know a nice detention officer who will.”


  ***


  When I get back to the cell, Concise is going through his mail. A packet from his lawyer’s return address—a forgery—contains a legal pad full of notes. Concise has pulled back the gummy red fixative at the top of the pad to reveal a tiny square cut through the layers of pages, making a little pocket for contraband. Inside is a tiny plastic bag no bigger than a tooth, filled with our second batch of meth. As I enter the cell, he sniffs and makes a face. “What happened to you?”


  “Flaco would like you to reconsider taxing Mexicans.” I turn away from him, strip. Pull on my spare pair of stripes and wad the soiled ones into a ball.


  “Flaco’s a fool. He’s on the fence with the Chicanos, anyway—he screwed up his first assigned hit for the EMEs.”


  I sink down onto the lower bunk. “Concise, he’s threatening to tell the DOs.”


  Concise walks toward me and reaches out one finger. He touches it to the spot on my neck where Flaco had held his shank. I brush my fingers across the skin and they come away bloody.


  “It’s nothing.”


  Concise’s nostrils flare, a bellows. “It ain’t nothin’.” He flattens his palms across the globe of his shaved head; palpable thought. “You’re out.”


  “Out of what?”


  “The game. The business. The whole thing.”


  Astounded, I just stare at him for a second.


  “You a liability, man. You got too many enemies in here, because you white but you don’ act white. I can’t take that kind of risk.” He begins to reseal the razor pocket in the legal pad. “I’ll buy you out, fair and square.”


  When you are in jail, trust becomes a commodity more rare than gold. How can you believe someone who has built a life out of lying? How can you close your eyes at night, knowing your cellmate has been arrested for murder? The answer is: Because you have to. The alternative—being a loner—is not really an alternative at all. You have to mesh into a group to survive, even if you are surrounded by people who have cheated and stolen their way into position beside you. You have to find someone worthy of watching your back, even if making that pact means admitting that you are just as flawed as everyone else here.


  Having Concise, and the African Americans in the pod, standing up for me has afforded me a freedom from Sticks and his cronies. But more than that, it’s given me something I haven’t had for years: a sense of belonging. When you spend your life running by design, you may get far, but you rarely let yourself get close to anyone. I’ve had you, all I’ve ever wanted, but it has come at a price. I left the only woman I’ve ever loved; I never whiled away the hours with a fishing buddy; I kept chatty coworkers at a careful distance. When you let people into the inner sanctum of your life, you risk having them see the heart of you, and I couldn’t chance that. In an odd, amazing way, Concise is the first friend I’ve had in nearly thirty years. It doesn’t matter that he’s a drug dealer; it doesn’t matter that he is black; it doesn’t matter that he’s offering me an honorable discharge from an operation I never felt comfortable with in the first place. All I know is that a minute ago, it was us against them... and now it is not.


  “You can’t do this,” I say, my whole body starting to shake.


  “I do whatever I want,” Concise snaps over his shoulder. “Go on, get lost. You supposed to be good at that.”


  I am off the bunk and on top of him before he can even finish his sentence. He is, in that instant, Sticks and Flaco and Elephant Mike and every faceless man and woman out there in the world who has passed judgment on me without hearing all the facts. He’s younger and stronger, but I’ve come from behind to surprise him. I am able to knock him to the ground and pin him with my weight.


  “You fool. You know what happen if the DOs find out you sellin’?” Concise grunts. “It’s a criminal investigation. It’s time on top of the time you already gonna do.”


  That is when I understand: Concise doesn’t want to end this alliance between us; he wants to protect it. He is trying to save me before I can be implicated along with him.


  At the altercation, a small crowd has gathered around the front of our cell—Blue Loc, poised to jump in and pull me off Concise, a small knot of White Pride boys who are cheering me on, and Sticks, who stands with his arms crossed, an inscrutable expression on his face.


  One of the detention officers pushes through. “What’s going on?”


  I relax my hold on Concise. “We’re good.”


  The DO’s eyes hone in on the cut on my neck, still bleeding.


  “Cut myself shaving,” I say.


  The guard doesn’t buy a word of it. But the spark that could ignite this pod has dissipated; he’s done all he needs to. As he pushes at the other inmates, getting them to disperse, Concise gets to his feet and shakes his clothes straight.


  “I helped get you into this,” I tell him. “I’m not leaving now.”


  ***


  The next day is my last day for jury selection, and Concise’s first day of trial. We are both headed over to the courthouse at the same time. “Bet you got yourself a Brooks Brothers button-down shirt,” Concise says.


  As a matter of fact, I do. “What about it?”


  He grins. “Chemist, Brooks wasn’t no brother.”


  “I suppose you think I ought to go to court wearing pinstripes and spats.”


  “Only if you’re Al Capone.” Our conversation is interrupted as Twitch flings himself into our cell. “I ain’t conducting business now,” Concise says tersely.


  The addict’s eyes dart wildly. “I’m doin’ you a favor, man,” he says. “Thought maybe you’d do me one, too.”


  What he means is that in return for whatever information he thinks he can provide, we might give him a free teener. Concise folds his arms. “I’m listenin’.”


  “I heard one of the DOs talking when I was up in the infirmary this morning—they’re using the Boss Chair,” Twitch says.


  “Why should I believe you?”


  Twitch shrugs. “I’m not the one with a bullet up my ass.”


  “If I come back from court and what you said is true,” Concise says, “I’ll give you what you want.”


  At the promise of another hit, Twitch nearly floats out of the cell. Concise turns to me. “We got to hide the bullet in here.”


  I look at him like he’s crazy. If we’re both leaving the cell, and there’s no one to watch over the prize possession, then our modus operandi is to take it with us. “If Twitch ain’t bullshittin’, then today we ain’t just gonna get strip searched. They gonna sit us down on a metal detector chair, too.”


  Concise wriggles under the bottom bunk and starts to scrape the cement between the bricks. A few minutes of digging creates a hole deep enough to house the .22. He backs out from under the bed and starts rummaging through his personal items for toothpaste, and Metamucil. He mixes these together in the sink; scoops it into his palm. “Keep an eye out,” he says; and he creeps under the bunk again, this time to grout.


  ***


  Concise and I are handcuffed together for the trip back from the courthouse to the jail. He is quieter than usual, almost haunted. The sad fact about being in jail is that no matter how bad you think it is there, the reality of what you face in court is worse. I am only beginning to taste that bitter future; Concise has swallowed it whole today. “So,” I say, trying to lift his spirits, “you going to pull an OJ?”


  He glances over his shoulder. “Oh, yeah. I got them eatin’ out of my hand, man.”


  “But can you get a bloody glove over it?”


  Concise laughs. We are buzzed in through the level slider, and strip searched once again before being allowed back into our pod. I follow him upstairs to our cell and fall onto the lower bunk. Distantly, I am aware of one of the DOs beginning his security walk. Late afternoon, the general noise level is at a high hum—guys hollering to one another across the common room or slamming a hand of cards down on a metal tabletop when they get gin, televisions blaring, toilets flushing, showers running.


  Concise sinks down onto the stool, his hands between his knees. “My lawyer says I’m looking at ten years,” he says after a moment. “By the time I get out, my boy’s gonna be as old as I was when I got jumped into the Crips.”


  There’s nothing to say; we both know that no matter how we try to convince ourselves we’ll outrun our past, it always crosses the finish line first.


  “Hey,” he says. “Do us a favor and check the goddamn bricks.”


  I get down on my hands and knees and start to crawl under the lower bunk. But I can smell it before I can even see the telltale hole: the pungent mint, the ground powder that dusts the cement floor.


  Then there is a shot.


  ***


  It is louder than you think. It echoes against the walls, and leaves me deaf. I shimmy out from underneath the bunk and catch Concise as he falls off the stool. His eyes roll back; his blood soaks me. “Who did this?” I scream into the crowd that has already gathered. I try to find the shooter, but all I see are stripes.


  Concise falls on top of me in a heavy tangle of limbs and desperation. What is black and white and red all over, I think, a joke Sophie once told me. I cannot remember her punch line, but I know a different one: a black man dying in jail; a white one watching him go.


  I hear the crackle of a radio, and the jail comes alive with a web of response: Officer needs assistance in three-two B pod. Man down. All officers on levels two and three respond to three-two B pod. David two, did you copy?


  David two copies: Ten-seventeen.


  Inmates in B pod, lockdown.


  Steel scrapes as the cell doors are shut.


  I am dragged away from Concise. Someone is asking me if I’m hurt and looking at my arms and chest—places where I am covered in Concise’s blood. I am handcuffed behind my back and led to the ghost town of the East Dayroom.


  In the middle of all this, no one has bothered to turn off the television. Emeril’s bursts of instruction are interrupted by the RN shouting to call 911; by a deep voice saying, “More pressure”; by the jangling arrival of the Phoenix Fire Department paramedics.


  “This is hot hot hot,” Emeril says.


  They will take Concise to Good Samaritan Hospital, the closest trauma center. “Hey,” I yell out, as he is carried past on a stretcher. “Is he going to be okay?”


  “He’s dead,” a voice replies. “But then, you already knew that, didn’t you?”


  When I look up, I see a tall, well-dressed black man with a detective’s badge clipped to his belt. He stares at my uniform, covered with Concise’s blood, and I realize that, like every other black man in the Madison Street Jail, he believes I am a killer.


  ***


  The Homicide Division Offices at the General Investigation Division are near Thirty-fifth and Durango. I am kept waiting while the detectives systematically interrogate everyone else in the pod—from the officers and the blacks who say that just days ago Concise and I were fighting, to Fetch, the young white boy who watched me vomit out the bullet after the rec yard fight.


  Whoever did this knows that no one will believe a white man and a black man in jail might forge a friendship. Whoever did this knows that the blacks will assume I was the one who killed Concise—after all, everyone knows it is my bullet that went into him. The whites, for once, will agree with them.


  Whoever did this was trying to punish both of us.


  Detective Rydell has hooked me up to a CVSA—a voice stress analyzer. It’s like a polygraph, only more accurate: It doesn’t measure physiological reactions due to stress, but instead microtremors in a voice frequency range that the human ear can’t hear. Microtremors are present only when a person isn’t telling the truth, or so the detective tells me.


  “I took a shower that morning,” I say. “I knew I was going to court.”


  “What time was that?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe eight o’clock.” I do not tell him about Twitch, and the Boss Chair, and about the way Concise and I carved a hole in the brickwork for our bullet. “Then I read until it was time to leave the pod.”


  “What did you read?”


  “A novel, something from the jail library. Baldacci.”


  Rydell folds his arms. “You did nothing between approximately eight-fifteen A.M. and eleven?”


  “I might have gone to the bathroom.”


  He stares me down. “Piss or shit?”


  I rub a hand down my face. “Can you tell me why the answer to that is going to help you figure out who killed Concise?”


  Rydell exhales heavily. “Look, Andrew. You got to see this from my point of view. You’re an educated man, thirty years the victim’s senior. You aren’t a career criminal. Yet you’re telling me that you bonded with this guy. That you actually found something you had in common.”


  I think about Concise, talking about his little boy. “Yes.”


  There is a moment of silence. “Andrew,” Rydell says, “help me to help you. How can we prove you didn’t kill this guy?”


  There is a knock on the door of the interview room, and the detective excuses himself to go speak with another investigator. After he lets himself out, I look down at my shirt. The blood has started to dry, stiff, against my chest. I wonder if someone has called Concise’s son. I wonder if they’d even know how to find him.


  The door opens again, and Rydell approaches with a face as blank as glass. “We just found a zip gun in your buddy’s locker. Care to comment?”


  I can see it, buried under the stash of medications and food items that Concise had gotten from the canteen: the zip gun that he had been dutifully crafting to prevent a moment like this. I had assumed that it, too, had been stolen. But apparently, someone else had been making one, too.


  I find myself fighting for breath, for logic. “It wasn’t used.”


  Rydell doesn’t even blink. “There’s no ballistics testing for a zip gun,” the detective says. “But I bet you know that, being educated and all.”


  I swallow hard. “I’d like to speak to my attorney.”


  I am given a telephone with a long cord, and Rydell stands over my left shoulder while I dial Eric’s cell phone. I try three times, and am told over and over by a tinny voice that the person I am trying to reach is not available.


  I am beginning to think that single sentence is the story of my life.


  ***


  I am kept alone in a cell, since the detectives can’t interrogate me until I reach Eric. In spite of the isolation, however, the rumors reach me. Flaco has been bragging to the carnales, the patch-holding New Mexican Mafia members. The white boys, he says, are too wimpy to pull off a stunt like this. Chicanos are the ones with the big juevos. The detectives ought to be speaking to the real man who killed that nigger.


  Forty-eight hours after Concise’s death—forty-eight hours during which I am unable to reach my attorney—the detectives take Flaco up on his offer to talk. During the interview, Flaco whips out a zip gun he’s hidden beneath his testicles during the pat-down search prior to transfer to GID, and presents it to Detective Rydell.


  There is only one inconsistency, one that anyone in B pod would realize and that the detectives don’t: In jail you know exactly who has what weapon. Concise had been making a zip gun, one that has already been found in our cell, where he’d left it. Only one other zip gun existed in our pod, the one Sticks had tried to use on me during the rec yard fight.


  The only weapon Flaco was known to have was the shank he’d made out of that toothbrush.


  I think of what Concise told me once, of Flaco screwing up his first assigned hit. Killing Concise would help him save face and prove he’s macho enough to be a soldier in the Mexican Mafia. If Flaco knew he was headed for a long prison sentence anyway, maybe he’d rather do it with the respect of the carnales.


  But how had he gotten Sticks’s zip gun?


  ***


  The next day, I am brought back to GID to speak with Detective Rydell. “Barium,” I say, the moment he comes into the room. “And antimony compounds. Even if you can’t match a bullet to a zip gun with ballistics, you can test for gunshot residue.”


  “You can also test it for blood, since the most accurate way to use one is to press it up against the victim’s head.” He leans forward. “I’ve got two zip guns. One of them had blood residue on the edge. Coincidentally, that same gun tested positive for the chemical compounds you get when you fire a .22 round, which happens to be what was in your cellie’s brain. The other zip gun,” he says, “was the one we found in your cell.”


  I fall back against the chair. I cannot find the strength to answer the detective when he tells me I am no longer a suspect.


  ***


  I am relocated to general population again, this time on Level 2, and placed in a cell with a man nicknamed Hazelnut who has a habit of pulling his hair out in small tufts and weaving them with threads from the blanket into macramé. This, though, is better than the alternative—even if Flaco’s in custody, I cannot expect the blacks to protect me anymore, and my status with the whites will not have changed. I wonder how long a body can last without any sleep; how many nights it will take me to make a shank.


  I stop speaking, because I can’t trust ordinary language anymore. Words, in spite of what you think, don’t always stay fixed. Take “emancipation”: it might be reconfigured into a maniac night op or an inanimate cop or maintain, cope. “Madison Street Jail” becomes rationalism jested or slanted majorities. “Delia Hopkins,” by another name, could be diaphone silk, akin polished, oedipal knish. And “Andrew Hopkins”? Shake it up a bit and you find dank ownership. Orphans winked. Kidnaper shown.


  ***


  Only twenty-four hours into my residency on Level 2, I’m moved. Another inmate has requested a switch because he’s been threatened by his cellie—a white boy named Hayseed. Hayseed specifically asked the DOs if he could cell with me instead, saying we are old friends.


  We aren’t friends. I don’t even know him. My best guess is that he knows about the meth; maybe he thinks I have some on me. I enter the cell and take his measure: Hayseed is still a kid—all yellow hair and buck teeth. “I hope you don’t mind, man, about the switch. That other guy, he reeked. I don’t think he showered in, like, three months. And I knew you were stuck with the Human Hairball; so I figured you might not mind a change of scenery.”


  Hayseed likes to talk. He segues from the merits of Kabuta tractors over John Deere, to the fact that Nebraska is where Spam is made, to the barrettes he stole from the girls he raped and hid in the rotten core of a Ponderosa pine tree. I spend a lot of time staring at the upper bunk. Hayseed: ash eyed, ye hades. I count the number of coughs that ripple through the quiet after lights out. I do what it takes to stay awake, and think I’ve succeeded until the middle of the night, when I wake up to find that my nostrils and mouth are blocked, Hayseed’s hand pressed tight against my flesh. I thrash out with my arms and legs; I try to reach for his wrists, but he is standing behind me and there are already stars at the corners of my vision.


  “Wake up, Nigger-lover,” Hayseed whispers. “Your spook shouldn’t have refused to sell to the Brotherhood. It was enough to make the boys upstairs give the green light for the hit.” His palm grinds down against my jaw, my teeth. “My brother said the nigger never even saw it coming.”


  His brother killed Concise? What about Flaco?


  “It was almost too easy, the way the spic volunteered to hide the gun after it was done. But Flaco didn’t tell no one he was gonna say he’d made the hit, just so he could get his wet patch with the Mexican Mafia. You were supposed to go down for doing the deed.”


  Hayseed leans close. “My brother also wants me to give you something,” he says, and he parts his fingers wide enough for me to gulp for air. He kisses me full on the mouth. Without missing a beat, he backhands me across the cheek, so hard that I start bleeding.


  “I don’t know your brother,” I choke out, terrified.


  “Guess he never did get a chance to tell you where he got his nickname,” Hayseed says. “But then, a smart guy like you already knows that Nebraska’s out in the Sticks.”


  ***


  When Eric arrives the sun is just coming up. I still have cotton wadded into my broken nose, courtesy of the infirmary. One of my eyes has swelled shut. My throat is raw from the yelling I did to call the detention officers to the cell.


  Eric stands up when I open the door to the conference room. “I know I’ve been sort of... unreachable... for the past couple of days. I’ve been going through a rough—holy shit, Andrew!” When he sees the condition of my face, he goes pale. “They didn’t tell me—”


  “I can’t stay here,” I say wildly. “You have to get me out.”


  “Andrew, your trial starts in two—”


  “I won’t go back to that cell, Eric!”


  He nods tightly. “All right. I won’t leave here until they put you in administrative segregation.” The words are a balm; all I’ve needed to hear. I find myself sinking to my knees, bowing to the floor like a supplicant.


  I do not think I’ve ever cried in front of Eric; I don’t think I’ve ever cried in front of anyone until two days ago. You make yourself strong because it’s expected of you. You become confident because someone beside you is unsure. You turn into the person others need you to be.


  “Andrew,” Eric says, and I can hear how he is embarrassed for me. But I know how much lower there is for me to sink—that’s the difference between us.


  “I can’t do this,” I say.


  “I know. I’m going to talk to—”


  “I mean in the long run, Eric. I can’t go to prison.” I meet his gaze, my eyes still damp. “If I do, they’ll kill me, too.”


  Eric clasps my hand. “I swear to you,” he vows. “I’ll get you acquitted.”


  Like anyone else who finds himself adrift at sea, I reach for this life-line. I believe him, and just like that, I remember how to float.


  Fitz


  If it had been easy for Romeo to get Juliet, nobody would have cared. Same goes for Cyrano and Don Quixote and Gatsby and their respective paramours. What captures the imagination is watching men throw themselves at a brick wall over and over again, and wondering if this is the time that they won’t be able to get back up. For everyone who adores a happy ending, there’s someone else who cannot help but rubberneck at the accident on the side of the road.


  You wonder, though, what would have happened if Juliet’s best friend started flirting with Romeo. If Gatsby got drunk one night and told Daisy how he really felt. If any of those poor romantic fools would have driven hours north to the Hopi reservation and doubled back, the word sucker fizzing like acid in their bellies as they sneaked glances across the car at the woman they loved, knowing she was going home to another man.


  You wonder if any of them would have been as stupid as I was, and kissed her.


  “Listen,” I say. “It was an accident.”


  One look and I can tell she isn’t buying it.


  “I promise it won’t happen again.”


  But Sophie narrows her eyes. “Liar.”


  I have taken her out for ice cream, mainly because the thought of staying away from Delia, after yesterday, was both what I wanted more than anything and equally impossible; and mostly because once I arrived on her doorstep we were both so mortified that I grabbed the first excuse I could, Sophie, and ran.


  “Liar?” I repeat. “Excuse me?”


  “You kiss her all the time,” Sophie says. “You hug her, too. When you come back from trips.”


  Well, maybe. But they are the sideways pecks and careful embraces of a friend; one that keeps three inches of space between our bodies, so that we meet at the shoulders and then grow progressively farther away.


  “She smells good, doesn’t she?” Sophie asks.


  “She smells great,” I agree.


  “It’s okay to kiss people when you love them.”


  “I don’t love your mother,” I tell her. “Not like that, anyway.”


  “You give her all your french fries, even when she won’t give you back onion rings,” Sophie says. “And when you say her name it sounds different.”


  “How?”


  Sophie thinks. “Like it’s covered with blankets.”


  “I do not say your mother’s name like it’s covered in blankets. And I don’t always give her my french fries, because you’re right, she doesn’t share.”


  “But you still don’t yell at her when she’s not being fair,” Sophie points out. “Because you don’t want to hurt her feelings.” She slips her hand into mine and repeats, “You love her.”


  She runs toward the playground without me. It has been so long since I was Sophie’s age that I’ve forgotten there are building blocks of love, and that the very bottom layer is comfort. When I was little, who was I most myself with? Who could I trust with my mistakes, my dreams, my history? My parents, my nursery school teacher. Delia, Eric. These were the first people I fell for.


  Could it still really be that simple? Could romantic love and platonic love and parental love all be different facets of the same diamond—brilliant, no matter which face is turned up to the sun?


  No, because I am not Sophie’s age. No, because I know what it is to hear a woman sigh off the cloak of this world the moment she drifts asleep; no, because I have fallen into the meadow of her body. No, because puzzling through my sixth-grade math homework one day I realized that what Delia felt for Eric was not what Delia felt for me, and that this equation was not an equal sign, but a greater than.


  I wonder if maybe Sophie knows me better than I know myself. I do hold the word Delia balanced lightly on my tongue, as if it is made up of butterflies. I would give her every last one of my french fries. I have kissed her, whenever the opportunity was socially acceptable. And even though it isn’t fair, I haven’t blamed her for not loving me. But here’s where Sophie is wrong: It’s not because I don’t want to hurt Delia’s feelings.


  It’s because when she is bruised, I’m the one who aches.


  ***


  I’m dragging my proverbial feet, or at least the brake of the rental car, the whole way back to Delia’s trailer. It is ridiculous to think I can avoid her forever. Maybe she’ll want to pretend that kiss never happened. Maybe I can just apologize and we can go on making believe.


  But when I pull up, her car is missing. Sophie gets out of the backseat and hurries up the steps to the trailer. I hesitate for a moment, but before I can make a clean getaway, Eric walks outside and holds up a hand in greeting.


  He looks like hell. His eyes are ringed with dark circles; his clothes appear to have been slept in. “Listen, Fitz,” he says, “about the other day...”


  I stand, poleaxed. Did Delia tell him?


  He sighs. “It wasn’t my place to tell Delia you were writing a newspaper story about her father’s trial.”


  By comparison, that transgression seems a thousand light-years away, and far less damning. “I’m sorry, too,” I say, speaking of a different mistake. I fumble with the latch of the car door.


  “Do you forgive me for being a dick?”


  “Already have.”


  “Then why are you running out of here faster than Jesse Helms at a Gay Pride parade?”


  “It isn’t you,” I admit.


  “Ah.” Eric walks toward the car. “Then it must have something to do with the way Delia ran out of here with Greta.”


  “Faster than Jesse Helms?”


  “Faster than Trent Lott at an Ebony magazine get-together.” Eric grins. “What are you two fighting about?”


  You, I think. When you think about the way the three of us have woven our lives together, Eric is the knot at the center. I’m terrified to work it free; I just might discover I’ve unraveled everything else.


  I can still see him looking down at me from the crest of the oak in his backyard, crowing because he’d made it to the top first. I can hear his voice over the matchstick strike of rain on the roof of our clubhouse, swearing that the homeless guy who lived in the culvert near the Wilder Dam turned into the Devil at night. I can feel the strength of him, clapping me on the back the first time we saw each other on break from college. I can see the way his eyes shine, when Delia’s face is what’s reflected back in them.


  I would never ask Delia to choose between Eric and me, because I could never choose between the two of them.


  “I’m just tired,” I say finally. “Headache.”


  Eric heads back to the trailer. “Come on in. I’ll find you some aspirin.”


  Sighing, I follow him into the trailer. Sophie is in the bedroom, playing ventriloquist for a batch of Barbies and Kens. The small table in the kitchen is piled high with paperwork. “I don’t know how I’m going to be ready in time for tomorrow morning,” Eric murmurs. “Some Wexton Farms seniors are flying in today, they’re character witnesses. I’m supposed to pick them up at the airport.” He looks at me. “Rock, paper, scissors?”


  With a sigh, I nod, and ball my hand into a fist. “Rock, paper, scissors, shoot,” we say simultaneously, and I throw paper while Eric throws scissors.


  “You always throw scissors,” I complain.


  “Then why the hell do you always throw paper?” He offers a grateful smile. “It’s USAir, and it lands at three. And you’re going to need six wheelchairs.”


  “You owe me,” I say.


  “Yeah, what’s my tally up to... seventy-five billion and six?”


  “Give or take.” I walk around the table, trailing my hand over the paperwork. Words jump out at me: hostile witness, assailant, provocation. Two definitions are scrawled in marker across a legal pad: Lie: to deceive. Lie: to be in a helpless or defenseless state.


  “Andrew’s in pretty bad shape,” Eric confides.


  I glance up. “So’s Delia.”


  “Yeah.” He meets my gaze. “Did she tell you why she left for the Hopi reservation in the first place?”


  I draw in a breath. “It didn’t come up.”


  “She got angry, because I hadn’t told her something her father told me in confidence. And the thing is, Fitz, it’s just going to get worse during the trial. I’m going to have to do stuff and say things that she’s not going to want to hear.”


  “She’ll forgive you, when it’s all over,” I say woodenly.


  “If Andrew’s acquitted,” Eric qualifies. “I’ve spent my whole life thinking that one of these days, my luck is going to run out. That one of these days Delia is going to open her eyes and realize that I’m not the guy she thinks, but just some loser who can’t get his act together. What if today’s that day?”


  I try to draw an answer out of the heart of me, but can’t. “I’m going to look for that aspirin,” I manage, and I walk into the bathroom.


  I close the door behind me and sit down on the lid of the toilet. If I didn’t have a headache to begin with, I’m certainly developing one now. I stand up and rummage through the medicine cabinet, which is a whole different kind of pain: Here are Delia’s antiperspirant, her toothbrush, her birth control pills. Here is a layer of intimacy I haven’t been granted.


  There are no bottles of aspirin, so I find myself kneeling down under the sink and tearing apart the cabinet beneath it. Shampoo, Sophie’s rubber duck, witch hazel. Pine Sol and Vaseline and suntan lotion. A soft stacked fortress of toilet paper rolls.


  That’s when I see the whiskey. I reach deep into the cabinet and pull out the half-empty bottle that has been wedged into the corner. I carry it out of the bathroom in the crook of my elbow. Eric sits at the table, his back to me. “You find it?”


  “Yeah,” I say. “I did.” I lean over his shoulder and set the bottle down on top of a file folder.


  Eric freezes. “It’s not what you think.”


  I sit down across from him. “No? Then what’s it for? Lighting the barbecue? Stripping wallpaper?”


  He gets up and closes the bedroom door, where Sophie is playing. “You have no idea what trying this case is like. And when Delia left... I just couldn’t handle it anymore. I’m terrified of screwing up, Fitz.” He spears the fingers of one hand through his hair. “Andrew nearly got killed while I was off on my little bender,” he says. “Believe me, that was enough to sober me up fast. It was just a taste, honest. And I haven’t touched it since then.”


  “Just a taste?” I take the bottle off the table and walk to the sink, unscrew the cap, and pour the contents down the drain.


  As Eric watches me, his features change. It’s regret, and I know, because I’ve seen it every single morning on my own face.


  I remember how we all loved Eric when he’d downed a few, how he was always the most charming, the smoothest, the funniest. I remember, too, what it was like when he could overturn a kitchen in three minutes flat; when Delia would show up on my doorstep, sobbing, because he’d locked himself in a room and it had been four days.


  “Been there, seen it, got the T-shirt,” I say to Eric, and I throw the empty bottle at him so that he catches it. “Does she know?”


  Eric shakes his head. “Are you going to tell her?”


  I would like to, more than anything. But I have become a master at not telling Delia the things I should have.


  Without responding, I walk out the door of the trailer and then turn around. The mesh of the screen cuts Eric into a mosaic, a piecemeal Humpty Dumpty who cannot remember who he was before the fall. “You’re right,” I say. “You don’t deserve her.”


  ***


  As I drive, I pick up my cell phone. I’m going to call Delia. I’m going to get this over with, once and for all.


  I punch in her cell number and get a recording, stating that my number is not recognized by the cellular service.


  I wait a few moments, thinking maybe I need to get to a part of the city covered by another set of towers, but five miles later and then ten, I receive the same message. I pull onto the side of the road and call the customer service hotline for the cellular company.


  “Fitzwilliam MacMurray,” the rep says, as she looks up my number.


  “That’s me. What’s the problem?”


  “According to my records, your service was turned off two days ago. Oh, but there’s a note in your records. It’s a message from a Marge Geraghy.”


  My editor. “And?”


  The rep hesitates. “It says that next time, you should remember that your cell phone bills go directly to the company. And that you’re fired.” There is a beat on the line. “Is there anything else I can help you with?”


  “Thanks,” I say. “I think that’s plenty.”


  ***


  Shortly after midnight there is a knock on the door of my motel room. With the way my day has been going, I fully expect it to be the manager, telling me that my credit card has been revoked, too. But when I open it, Delia is standing on the other side. “Buy me a drink,” she says, and my heart leaps.


  I stare at her for a moment, and then dig into the front pocket of my jeans and hand her three quarters. “The soda machine’s at the end of the hall.”


  “I was hoping for something with proof.” She tilts her head. “How come it’s called that, anyway?”


  “Because moonshine used to be used for barter. If you could mix equal parts of the liquid with gunpowder and light it on fire, there was evidence it was at least fifty percent alcohol.”


  Her mouth drops open. “Why do you know that?”


  “I wrote a story about it once.” This would be the perfect opportunity for me to mention that Eric might be a more willing drinking buddy, that in fact he might have a bottle hidden right under their bed she could borrow. But instead I say, “You don’t like to drink.”


  “I know. But it works for everyone else when they want to escape.”


  I lean against the doorjamb. “What are you escaping from?”


  “I can’t sleep,” she admits. “I’m too worried about tomorrow.”


  “What about Eric?”


  “He can sleep.” She pushes her way into my room and sits down in the middle of the bed, whose covers haven’t been disturbed.


  The conversation comes so easily, I begin to wonder if I am the only one who was present during that devastating, magnificent kiss last night. Then I realize that Delia has come to give me a way out. Maybe if we both pretend it never happened, it will be true. There are plenty of people—rape victims and Holocaust survivors, widows and, God, kidnapping victims—whose worlds crack and splinter, who still manage to look back at the level horizon of their lives without seeing the break.


  But there’s another part of me that knows no matter how Delia and I go forward from this point, it won’t be the same. Because when she smiles, I will look away before it is contagious. When we sit beside each other, I will make sure that our shoulders do not brush. When we speak, there will be spaces between our words just the shape and size of that damn kiss.


  I step away from her—one giant, mother-may-I step—toward the plastic expanse of the motel desk. It is covered with stacks of paper, a Bic pen that has exploded like the Red Sea, a chain of gum wrappers. Tonight’s dinner: a half-eaten Ring Ding. “Actually, I’m busy,” I say. “I was working.”


  “Oh,” she says, deflated. “Your Gazette piece.”


  “The Gazette fired me.”


  She turns. “You said you were writing a piece on my father’s trial.”


  “No,” I correct, “I said I was supposed to.”


  Delia crawls off the bed and walks toward the desk. She lets her fingers trail over the pages I have written all these weeks when I could not write anything else; pages that amassed in such quantity I never realized what I was producing. “Then what’s this?”


  I take a deep breath. “The story of you.”


  She picks up the manuscript. “I was six years old the first time I disappeared,” she reads, the words coming alive for the first time. “Is that me, talking?”


  I nod. “That’s the way I heard you, in my head.”


  Delia leafs through the first few pages, and then pushes it into my arms. “Read it to me,” she demands.


  So I clear my throat. “I was six years old the first time I disappeared,” I repeat. “My father was working on a magic act.” I read as Delia, as Eric, as Andrew, as myself. I read for hours. I read until my voice goes raw. I read until Delia falls asleep and I wake up in one of her dreams. I read until she takes over. And just as the sky starts blushing, she runs out of words.


  “Why didn’t you tell me?” she whispers.


  “You had someone else.”


  “The person you fall for when you’re twelve might not be the same one you fall for when you’re thirty-two.”


  “Then again,” I say, “sometimes it is.”


  We are curled in concentric circles, the polyester cover of the queen bed pooled around us. It reminds me of the divot a whale leaves on the smooth surface of the water after it breaches. A footprint, that’s what it’s called, because every one is different.


  Delia would say it’s just another piece of useless information I’m storing. Maybe, but I also know that she reads the last page of a book before she decides to read the first. I know that she likes the smell of new crayons. That she can whistle through her fingers and detests curry and has never had a cavity. Life is not a plot; it’s in the details.


  I reach out to touch Delia’s face. “We’re not going to talk about what happened yesterday, are we,” I ask softly.


  She shakes her head. “We’re not going to talk about this either,” she says, and she leans forward by degrees, giving me the chance to back away before the kiss settles.


  When we break apart, I feel like I’m on a window ledge, dizzy and certain that every move I make will be the wrong one. I can’t find a single word that won’t feel like glass in my mouth. “You have to go,” I tell her.


  Just before Delia reaches the door, she turns. In her arms she still clutches the last batch of pages I’ve written. “I want to know how it ends,” she says.


  VIII
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  A liar should have a good memory.


  —Quintilian, Institutions Oratoriae, iv. 2, 91


  Delia


  I remember walking the gray halls of Wexton High: Eric and I pretzeled with our hands in each other’s back jean pockets, Fitz spouting off beside us about everything from what words had been admitted to the Webster’s Dictionary to why even a blue lobster, if you boil it, turns red. I would nod at all the right places but I didn’t really listen to Fitz; I was more concerned with the notes Eric would slide through the breathing holes of my locker and what it felt like when his fingers slipped underneath the hem of my T-shirt to ride on the knots of my spine. And yet it turns out that I actually remember most of what Fitz said. I was paying attention even when I told myself I wasn’t. If his voice hasn’t been the melody of my life, it’s been the bass line, so subtle you don’t notice it until it’s missing.


  I park in front of the trailer and let myself inside quietly. It is barely six in the morning; Eric and Sophie will still be asleep. I reach into the cabinet above the sink and take out the coffee grounds, start a fresh pot, and suddenly feel hands on my shoulders and a kiss on my cheek.


  A kiss.


  “You’re up early,” Eric says.


  He is dressed to the nines in a dark gray suit and a crimson tie, so striking with his dark hair and light eyes that it takes my breath away. “I was... having trouble sleeping,” I say. “I went out.” Is it lying if I do not tell him I’ve been gone the whole night, and he doesn’t ask?


  He sits down at the table, and I bring him some orange juice. But instead of taking a sip of it, he traces the yawning mouth of the glass. “Delia,” he says. “I’m going to do the best I can today.”


  “I know that.”


  “But I also wanted to say I’m sorry.”


  My mind swirls with sentences I read last night in Fitz’s writing. “For what?”


  Eric looks at me with so much unsaid that I expect the moment to crystallize, fall to the table like a marble. But he lifts his glass, breaking the spell. “Just in case,” he says.


  Eric understands that the world is rarely the way it is supposed to be. And he knows that, given the chance, we don’t have to wait for someone to make messes of our lives. We do a good enough job, ourselves.


  Sophie thumps down the hallway, dragging one of her stuffed animals by its arm. “You woke me up,” she accuses, but she crawls into Eric’s lap, trusting one of the very people she’s just blamed. She rubs her nose with the sleeve of her nightgown and leans against his lapel, still half-asleep.


  We make messes of our lives, but every now and then, we manage to do something that’s exactly right.


  The challenge is figuring out which is which.


  ***


  There is a playroom staffed by volunteers at the courthouse, a place where Sophie can crawl through tunnels and twist pipe cleaners while, upstairs, her grandfather stands trial for kidnapping. I drop her off with a promise to come back soon, and then head into the courtroom to take my seat.


  I am waylaid by reporters, who corner me with their microphones: Have you reconciled with your mother, Delia? Have you maintained contact with your father? I shove past the hooks and claws of their questions and duck into the courtroom. Eric is already at the defense table, organizing files with Chris Hamilton, his second chair. There are more reporters queuing in the rear, artists with sketch pads. And leaning against the far wall is Fitz, his eyes locked on me.


  A side door opens and two bailiffs escort my father inside. He is wearing a suit again, but his face is pillowed and bruised, as if he has recently been in a fight. He is freshly shaved.


  I used to love to watch my father shave. I had no mother to show me the wonders of blush and mascara; to me the mystery was watching the cream rise like a meringue in my father’s palm, and then using it to paint the curve of his jaw. I’d make him put it on my cheeks, too. I’d pretend to shave beside him with a toothbrush. Then we would lean into the mirror together—my father checking for spots he had missed; and me, glancing from his eyes and jaw and lips to mine, trying to find all the matches.


  As a child, all I ever wanted was to grow up to be just like him.


  ***


  It’s really hard to hate a pregnant woman. Emma Wasserstein stands up and walks heavily toward the jury box, bellying up to the polished railing. “Imagine that you are four years old, ladies and gentlemen, living in Scottsdale with your mother. You have a pink bedspread and a swing set in your backyard and you go to nursery school. You see your father on weekends, like you have ever since your parents divorced. And you are happy.


  “But then one day, your father tells you you aren’t Bethany anymore. You don’t understand this, not any more than you’ve understood the fast flight from town, the motels, the new clothes, the dyed hair. When he introduces you to strangers, he calls you ‘Delia.’ You say you want to go back home, and he tells you you can’t. He says that your mother is dead.”


  She begins to walk back to the prosecutor’s table. “Because he’s your father, because you love him and trust him, you believe him. You believe your mother really is gone. You believe you aren’t Bethany anymore—you believe you never have been.


  “You move to New Hampshire and watch your father, now calling himself Andrew Hopkins, being hailed as a model citizen. You live the story he creates for you. And you forget, for twenty-eight years, that you were ever once a victim.”


  She faces the jury again. “But there was a second victim here, who never forgot. Elise Matthews woke up every morning wondering if this was the day her baby would be returned to her. Elise Matthews spent a quarter of a century not knowing if Bethany was still alive, not knowing where she might be, not even knowing what she might look like anymore.”


  Emma folds her hands around her prodigious belly. “The relationship between an adult and a child is not an equal one. We are bigger and stronger and wiser, and because of that, we enter into an unwritten contract that grants us the responsibility to put a child’s interests before our own. Charles Matthews, ladies and gentlemen, violated that contract. He took a little girl with no regard for her emotional well-being and forced her into an unfamiliar, frightening life, three thousand miles away from her real home. He’ll try to tell you he was being a hero. He’ll try to get you to buy his lies, too. But here is the truth, ladies and gentlemen: Charles Matthews decided he was not happy with the custody arrangement worked out between himself and his ex-wife, Elise, and so he took what he wanted and ran.”


  She turns to the jury again. “Two thousand children vanish every single day in this country. The most recent report of the National Incident Studies of Missing, Abducted, Runaway, and Thrownaway Children Report found that 797,500 children went missing in 1999. Of those, only 58,200 were nonfamily abductions. Which means that every day in the United States, thousands of parents kidnap their own children, just like Charles Matthews did—because they can. But sooner or later, if we’re lucky, we catch up to them.” Turning, Emma points to my father. “For twenty-eight years, that man got away with breaking a mother’s heart. For twenty-eight years, he got away with breaking his daughter’s trust. For twenty-eight years, he got away with breaking the law. Don’t let him get away with it for another minute.”


  ***


  Eric stands. “What Ms. Wasserstein hasn’t told you, ladies and gentlemen,” he says, “is that Elise Matthews was damaged long before that broken heart. An alcoholic, lying in her own vomit, unconscious—that was the mother Bethany Matthews inherited. That was the woman entrusted to care for her, the woman who was too drunk to even realize that her daughter was there. Did Andrew Hopkins take his daughter? Absolutely. But it wasn’t an act of vengeance, it was an act of mercy.”


  Walking around behind my father, Eric puts his hand on one shoulder. “Ms. Wasserstein would like you to believe that this man plotted and planned, intending to ruin his daughter’s life during a routine custody visit, but that’s not the case. The truth is, Andrew did bring his child home that day. And he found the television blaring, the house wrecked... and Elise Matthews passed out and reeking of alcohol. Maybe at that moment, Andrew Hopkins remembered the image of his daughter, lying still in an ICU bed just months before, after her mother’s neglect led to a near-fatal scorpion sting. Maybe he even tried to keep his child from having to witness her mother in that state. Only one thing is certain: He knew, unequivocally, that he couldn’t bring his child back to that. Not then, and not for another second.


  “Why didn’t he go to the authorities then? Because, ladies and gentlemen, the courts were biased against Andrew already, for reasons you’ll learn. Because in our legal system in the late seventies, custody almost always went to the mother following a divorce, even a mother who wasn’t capable even of caring for herself, much less a child.”


  Eric heads back to his seat, hesitating midway. “You all know what you would have wanted to do, if you’d come home to find your ex-spouse too drunk—again—to safely care for your child. Andrew Hopkins is guilty of one thing, ladies and gentlemen: loving his daughter enough to keep her safe.” He faces the jury. “Can you honestly blame him for that?”


  ***


  My mother is wearing a conservative blouse and skirt, but her hair is wild around her face and her hands are covered with turquoise and garnet rings. She looks nervously over the head of the prosecutor to where Victor sits, encouraging her with a smile.


  The judge, a heavy man shaped like a wedding cake, signals Emma Wasserstein to begin. “Can you state your name for the record?”


  “Elise,” my mother says. She clears her throat. “Elise Vasquez.”


  “Thank you, Mrs. Vasquez. Are you remarried?”


  “Yes, to Victor Vasquez.”


  Emma nods. “Would you please tell the jury where you live?”


  “Scottsdale, Arizona.”


  “How long have you lived there?” Emma asks.


  “Since I was two.”


  “And how old are you now, Mrs. Vasquez?”


  “I’m forty-seven.”


  “How many children do you have?”


  “One.”


  “What’s her name?”


  My mother’s eyes find mine. “It used to be Bethany,” she says. “Now it’s Delia.”


  “Did you know Bethany when she became Delia?”


  “No, I didn’t,” my mother murmurs. “Because her father stole her from me.”


  This wakes up the jury, interest passing through them like lightning. “Can you explain what you mean by that?” Emma asks.


  “We were divorced, and we had joint custody of Bethany. Charles—that used to be his name—was supposed to bring her back on a Sunday, after spending the weekend with her. He never did.”


  “Do you see your ex-husband in the room today?”


  My mother nods, and points at my father. “That’s him.”


  “Let the record reflect that Mrs. Vasquez has identified the defendant,” Emma says. “What did you do when he never returned with your child?”


  “I called and left messages at his apartment, but there was no answer and he didn’t call me back. I gave him the benefit of the doubt. I thought maybe the car had broken down, or he’d taken her somewhere for the weekend and they’d gotten hung up, you know. I waited until the next day, and when no one contacted me, I drove to his apartment. I convinced the superintendent to unlock the door and that’s when I realized something was wrong.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “All his clothes were gone. Not just enough for an overnight, but the entire closet. And the things that were important to him—like his research books and a photo of his parents before they died and this baseball he’d caught at a Dodgers game as a kid—they were all missing, too.” She looks at Emma. “So I called the police.”


  “What did they do?”


  “Set up roadblocks and went to the Mexican border and put Bethany’s picture on the news. They asked me to give a press conference, to get public support. There were hotlines set up, and posters and flyers.”


  “Did you get any responses?”


  “Hundreds,” my mother says. “But none of them led to my baby.”


  Emma Wasserstein turns toward my mother again. “Mrs. Vasquez, when was the last time you saw your daughter, prior to her kidnapping?”


  “The morning of June 18. Charlie was supposed to bring her back on June 19. Father’s Day.”


  “And how long did you have to wait to see your daughter again?”


  My mother’s eyes find mine, unerringly fast. “Twenty-eight years,” she says.


  “How did you feel during that time?”


  “I was devastated. There was a part of me that never gave up hope that she’d come back.” My mother hesitates. “But there was a part of me that wondered if I was being punished.”


  “Punished? Why?”


  Her voice becomes a broken road. “Beautiful little girls should have mothers who don’t forget to send them to school with a toilet paper roll for Craft Day. Or who know all the hand signs for Itsy Bitsy Spider. Beautiful little girls should have mothers who are waiting with a Band-Aid even before they fall off the tricycle. But instead, Bethany got me.” She takes a ragged breath. “I was young, and I... would forget things... and get angry at myself—so I’d have a drink or two to feel less guilty. But that drink turned into six or seven or a whole bottle, and then I’d miss the Christmas concert or fall asleep when I was supposed to be making dinner... and I’d feel so awful about it that I’d have to have another drink just to forget how I’d screwed up again.”


  “You drank when your daughter was present, in the house?”


  My mother nods. “I drank when I was upset. I drank when I wasn’t upset, to keep myself from getting that way. I drank because I thought it was the one thing I had control of. I didn’t, of course. But when you pass out, distinctions like that stop mattering.”


  “Did your drinking affect your relationship with your daughter?”


  “I’d like to think that she knew how much I loved her. In all the memories I’ve got of her, she’s happy.”


  “Mrs. Vasquez, are you an alcoholic?”


  “Yes.” My mother looks up at the jury. “I always will be. But I’ve been sober for twenty-six years now.”


  Sometimes Eric’s mother would go away, for weeks. He told us that she was visiting her sister; years later, I learned she didn’t have one. Once when we were kids, he admitted to me that it was easier when she was gone. I thought he was crazy: As someone who believed her mother was dead, I would gladly have taken one with faults over none at all.


  And just like that, I remember that before I left my mother, she left me.


  ***


  There is a commotion in the aisle of the gallery, and I realize that Fitz is standing at the edge of my row, heatedly whispering with the man beside me in an effort to have him give up his seat. Fitz pulls a twenty-dollar bill from his wallet and the man gets up so that Fitz can slide into place beside me. “Stop thinking,” he commands, and he squeezes my hand.


  Eric gets up for the cross-examination and approaches my mother. I wonder what he sees when he looks at her. Me, maybe. Or his own mother.


  “Mrs. Vasquez,” he says, “you said that in all the memories you have of Delia, she’s happy.”


  He is calling me Delia, I realize, to remind everyone of who I really am.


  “Yes.”


  “But you don’t have a lot of those memories, do you?”


  “Not enough,” my mother says. “I didn’t get to watch her grow up.”


  “You didn’t seem to watch her much when she was a baby, either,” Eric counters. “Isn’t it true that in 1972 you received a felony conviction for driving under the influence of alcohol?”


  “Objection, Your Honor!” Emma calls out. She and Eric approach the bench, talking in whispers that are picked up by the judge’s microphone. “Your Honor, that conviction is so old it’s got wrinkles. It happened before Bethany Matthews was even born, and has absolutely no relevance.”


  “Under Article 609 of the Rules of Evidence, I’m impeaching the witness’s credibility with a prior conviction. And technically, Judge, Bethany Matthews was present at the time of the crime. She was a two-month-old fetus.”


  “Mr. Talcott, you certainly couldn’t be planning to start a debate about the rights of the preborn,” Judge Noble warns. “The objection’s sustained.” He turns to the jury. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like you to disregard what you just heard.”


  But once you throw a stone, there are ripples in the pond, even if you remove the rock. Were there other times I was in the car when my mother was drunk; times she hadn’t gotten caught?


  “Mrs. Vasquez,” Eric says, “your daughter was stung by a scorpion once while you were home alone with her, wasn’t she?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can you tell us how that happened?”


  “She was about three years old, and she put her hand in the mailbox. The scorpion was inside it.”


  “You asked a three-year-old to get the mail?”


  “I didn’t ask her; she chose to go out there herself,” my mother clarifies.


  “Maybe you didn’t ask her because you were unconscious at the time. Drunk.”


  “I really don’t remember if that was the case.”


  “No?” Eric says. “This might refresh your memory. May I approach the witness?” He hands my mother a manila folder marked Defendant’s Exhibit A. “Do you recognize this document, Mrs. Vasquez?”


  “It’s a medical record from Scottsdale Osborn Hospital.”


  Eric points to the bottom of the page. “Would you read this sentence to the jury, please?”


  She purses her lips together. “Mother presented as intoxicated.”


  “Medical professionals write these records,” Eric says. “Wouldn’t you say they’re trained to judge whether someone is intoxicated or not?”


  “Nobody examined me that night,” my mother replies. “They were there to take care of Bethany.”


  “How fortunate, given that she was brought in not breathing.”


  “She had a reaction to the scorpion venom that was very severe.”


  “So severe, in fact, that she was treated in the emergency room for four and a half hours?”


  “Yes.”


  “So severe that she needed a tracheostomy—a hole cut into her windpipe—to assist her breathing?”


  “Yes.”


  “So severe that she was kept for three days following that in the pediatric ICU; three days that doctors told you repeatedly that she might not live?”


  My mother’s head is bowed toward her lap. “Yes.”


  “On the night that Delia was due to come home from her weekend visit with her father, had you been drinking?”


  “Yes.”


  “What time of day did you start?”


  She shakes her head. “I’m not sure.”


  “Was Victor living with you, then?”


  “Yes, but he wasn’t there,” she says. “I think he was at work.”


  “What time was he expected home?”


  “It was a long time ago,” my mother says.


  “Do you remember if he was supposed to come back before or after your daughter was dropped home?”


  “After,” she says. “He worked a second shift.”


  “Did you continue to drink through the entire afternoon?”


  “I ... suppose I did.”


  “Did you pass out?”


  “Mr. Talcott,” my mother says evenly, “I know what you’re trying to do. And I’m the first to admit that I have not been a saint. But can you honestly tell me that you’ve never in your life made a mistake?”


  Eric stiffens. “I get to ask the questions, Mrs. Vasquez.”


  “Maybe I wasn’t the most competent mother in the world, but I loved my child. And maybe I wasn’t a responsible adult, but I learned from my mistakes. I shouldn’t have been punished for twenty-eight years. No one deserves that.”


  Eric wheels around so quickly that my mother rears back in her chair. “You want to talk about deserving? What about a childhood of coming home from school and wondering what you’re going to see when you open the door?” he asks. “Or hiding the invitations to open school night in the hope that your mother won’t show up, drunk, and embarrass you? Or being the only third grader who knows how to do his own laundry and go food shopping because nobody else was doing it for me?”


  The courtroom goes so silent that the walls seem to have a pulse. Judge Noble frowns. “Counselor?”


  “For her,” Eric corrects, his face flushed. He sinks into his chair. “Nothing further.”


  ***


  “I’m fine,” Eric assures me minutes later, when we have adjourned for a recess. “I just forgot where I was for a moment.” In the conference room where we’ve sequestered ourselves, he raises a Styrofoam cup, his hand still trembling. Some water splashes onto his shirt and tie. “It might even have worked in our favor.”


  I do not know what to say. As it is, I am shaken myself: I knew what to expect in terms of testimony, but I never considered the cost of what memories it was going to jog.


  “I’ll get some paper towels,” I manage, and I head toward the ladies’ room.


  Standing in front of the sink, I burst into tears.


  I lean down and splash my face with cold water, until the collar of my blouse is damp. “Here,” says a voice, and I am handed a paper towel.


  When I look up, my mother is standing next to me.


  “I’m sorry you had to listen to that,” she says quietly. “I’m sorry I had to say it.”


  I press the towel against my face, so that she won’t see that I’m crying. She rummages in her purse and then opens a small ceramic pillbox. “Take this. It’ll help.”


  I look at the caplets in my hand skeptically, picturing her witch’s workbench.


  “It’s Tylenol,” she says dryly.


  I swallow them and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. “Where did you go?” I ask.


  She shakes her head. “When?”


  “You left us, once. You went away, maybe for a week.”


  My mother leans against the wall. “You were so little. I can’t believe you even remember.”


  “Yeah,” I say. “Go figure. Were you getting drunk? Or were you getting dry?”


  She sighs. “Your father gave me an ultimatum.”


  I hadn’t been told where she’d gone. I had wondered if I’d done something wrong, that made her vanish. I had spent that week being extra careful: picking up my toys after I was done playing, looking both ways before I stepped off the curb, brushing my teeth for two whole minutes each time.


  I’d wondered if she’d come back.


  I’d wondered if I wanted her to.


  I never said these things to my father, keeping my fear from him the same way he kept his from me.


  “Did it work?” I ask.


  “For a while. And then... like everything else... it didn’t.” My mother looks up at me. “Your father and I never should have gotten married, Delia. It all happened very fast—we hardly knew each other, and then I got pregnant.”


  I swallow hard. “Didn’t you love him?”


  She rubs at an invisible mark on the sink counter. “There are two kinds of love, mija. In the safe kind, you look for someone who’s exactly like you. It’s what most folks settle for. But then there’s the other kind of love. Everyone’s born with a ragged edge, and some folks crave the piece that’s a perfect fit. You’ll search for it forever, if you have to. And if you’re lucky enough to find it, it looks so right, you start to tear at your own seams, thinking, maybe I could look just as perfect. But then, of course, when you try to get close to their other half, you don’t fit anymore.” She looks up at me. “That kind of love... you come out of it a different person than you were when you started.”


  She takes a deep breath. “I was a high school dropout who worked in a biker bar. Your father was the sort of person who had already planned out his life. He actually thought I was capable of being a mother, of taking care of a family—and God, I wanted to believe him. I wanted to be the person he saw when he looked at me... it was so much more than I ever imagined of myself.” She smiles faintly. “Like you,” my mother says. “I desperately wanted to be someone who didn’t really exist, because that was who he loved.”


  She leans toward me and fixes the collar of my shirt. It is such a maternal, intimate thing to do that it takes me by surprise. Then she reaches into her pocket, and slips something into my hand.


  It is a small red cloth bag, sewn shut, and it burns against my skin. Suddenly, I can smell the rotten flesh of mangoes and sun-spotted tomatoes in a Mexican mercado; I can taste the bitter blood of a hundred babies being born. I can see vendors shoulder to shoulder, calling out, ¿Qué le damos? I can see an old woman kneeling on a quilt beside a statue of an owl, a red candle growing from its beak. I notice iguanas the length of my legs and packs of Tarot cards wrapped in plastic and keychains made of the neckbones of rattlesnakes. I smell urine and roasted corn and the smiling raw mouth of a watermelon. It is my mother’s world, I realize, in the palm of my hand.


  I stare down at it. “I don’t want your help,” I say.


  My mother folds my fingers over the tiny purse. “No. But your father might.”


  ***


  Former detective Orwell LeGrande has spent the past fifteen years of his retirement from the Scottsdale PD on a houseboat in the middle of Lake Powell. His skin is the crusty brown of cowboy leather; his hands are leopard-dotted with sunspots. “In 1977,” he replies to the prosecutor, “I was with the violent crimes unit.”


  “Did you ever have any contact with Elise Matthews?”


  “I was on duty on June 20 when she called to report her daughter missing. I responded with several officers. When we got to the defendant’s apartment, Ms. Matthews was a wreck. Her child had been due back the previous evening, at five P.M., after a custody visit with the defendant, but she never came home.”


  “What did you do?” Emma asks.


  “I called the local hospitals to see if the child and her father had been admitted. But there was no record of their names, or of any John or Jane Doe with the same characteristics. Then I checked the registry of motor vehicles, to see if the car had been reported stolen or in an accident. A search of the apartment led me to believe we might have an abduction on our hands.”


  “What happened next?”


  “I had dispatch put out a message to local officers, so they could alert us if the car or the subjects were found.”


  “Detective, what other measures did you take to try to find the defendant?”


  “We got his credit card records, but he was smart enough to not use plastic on the road. And we got access to his bank account.”


  “What did that reveal?”


  “It had been closed out on June 17 at 9:32 A.M., with a withdrawal of $10,000.”


  Emma pauses. “Do you remember what day of the week that was?”


  LeGrande nods. “Friday.”


  “Let me get this straight,” Emma says. “The defendant withdrew $10,000 from his bank account on the Friday before his scheduled custody visit?”


  “That’s correct.”


  “As an experienced detective, did you consider that to be an important detail?”


  “Absolutely,” LeGrande says. “It was the first piece of proof I had that Charles Matthews had deliberately planned to kidnap his daughter.”


  ***


  Rubio Greengate has a head full of snakes. Cornrowed in crazy stripes and patterns, they end in long ropes that fall to his waist. With his two front teeth made of solid gold, and his baggy black pants and vest, he is a modern-day pirate. He slouches on the witness stand as Emma Wasserstein paces in front of him. “Mr. Greengate,” she says.


  “Call me Rubio, sugar.”


  “Maybe not,” the prosecutor replies. “How did you get involved in this case?”


  “I saw it on the news, and I said, I know that guy.”


  “What exactly is your line of business, Mr. Greengate?”


  He flashes a smile. “I’m in the market of reinvention, sugar.”


  “Please tell the jury what you mean by that,” Emma says.


  He leans back in the witness chair. “For a fee, I can get you a new identity.”


  “How do you get these identities?”


  He shrugs. “Read the obits. Go to records departments—you know, I’m a relative of someone who died; or I’ve lost my mother’s death certificate. You can always make up something that gets the authorities to turn over what you need.”


  “Once you have these documents, what do you do?”


  “People know how to find me. If they need to disappear, I make it happen. I got my own laminating machine, a printing press, a photo shop, and more engraving plates than the Federal Mint.”


  “When did you meet the defendant?”


  “Long time ago. Twenty-eight years, to be exact. Back then, I didn’t have quite the operation I do now. I was keepin’ a low profile, and working out of the attic of a crack house in Harlem. One night, this guy showed up, askin’ for me.”


  “It’s been, as you said, quite a while. How do you know for sure it was the defendant you met that night?”


  “Because he had a kid with him. A little girl. I ain’t got many clients with kids.”


  “What time of day was it?”


  “After midnight; that’s when I opened up shop.”


  “How would he have to get to your shop?”


  “He’d come up the stairs, and ask someone for directions.”


  “What was going on on the stairs?” Emma asks.


  “It’s a crack house, what you think was going on? Couple of folks lying around shootin’ up, smokin’, some fellas fightin’, you name it.”


  “So, he took his young daughter through this scene, and then what?”


  “He told me he needed to become someone else.”


  “Did you ask why?” Emma says.


  “I respect my clients’ privacy. But I had the perfect set of IDs for him—a thirty-year-old father with a four-year-old girl. I gave him the Social Security numbers and some doctored birth certificates and even a driver’s license.”


  “How much did you charge for the new identity?”


  “Fifteen hundred. I cut him a break and only took a thousand for the kid.”


  “How long did the whole exchange take?”


  “About an hour.”


  “How were you paid?”


  “Cash,” Greengate says.


  “Do you remember anything in particular about the little girl?”


  “She was cryin’. I figured it was past her bedtime and all.”


  “What did her father do?”


  He grins. “It was actually pretty cool, man. He did magic tricks. Pulled a quarter out of her ear and shit.”


  “Did the little girl say anything?”


  He thinks for a minute. “After we signed everything, and the money changed hands, he told the kid they were playin’ a game, and everyone had a new name. He said she was gonna be Delia now. And she asked what they were gonna call Mommy.”


  As Emma lets this sink in, I try to see the girl I used to be, the one I never got to know. I try to imagine the words Rubio Greengate has tossed into the courtroom, sitting on my own tongue. But I might as well be any member of the jury: These aren’t recollections to me, they’re brand-new pictures.


  Why do some memories bleed out of nowhere and others stay locked behind doors?


  “Mr. Greengate, you’ve had some previous felony convictions. Several theft charges are on your record, and you’ve been arrested for manufacturing identities.”


  He spreads his palms. “Professional hazard.”


  “Were you serving time in jail or prison twenty-eight years ago, when Bethany Matthews disappeared?”


  “No. I was workin’.”


  “Right now, Mr. Greengate, you’ve been charged with petty identity theft in New York.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Were you in custody in that state, before you came to us with this information?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Are you receiving some benefit for your testimony here today?”


  He smiles. “The DA say if I testify here, I get a reduced sentence there.”


  “In light of that, Mr. Greengate, can you give us a reason to believe you actually are telling the truth?”


  “I know something about those dead folks that never came out in the obits,” he says. “I had to doctor up the copies of the birth certificate when the guy paid for them.”


  “Mr. Greengate,” the prosecutor says, walking toward him with a piece of paper, “do you recognize this?”


  Greengate looks it over. “It’s a copy of the original birth certificate. The one I fixed for the girl.”


  “Can you read the part that’s highlighted?”


  He nods. “Cordelia Lynn Hopkins,” he says, “Race: African American.”


  ***


  During the lunch recess, I tell Eric that I need to go let Greta out. Instead of driving home, though, I leave the car in the lot and start walking east. I hold my breath every time I cross an intersection, like she told me to. I close my eyes when a shadow crosses my path.


  The first body of water is one of the canals that run through Phoenix, the reservoir of water tapped from the Colorado River. I remember Ruthann saying the Pueblo Indians had designed the canals in the city, the ones still being used years later. This, to me, seems like good fortune, so I take off my shoes and sit on the bank.


  The tiny mojo bag is pinched between my fingers. Inside is a pinch of white pepper, a little sage. A sprinkling of powdered garlic and some cayenne. A spot of tobacco, a thorn from a cactus, a tiger’s eye stone. My mother says that for the past four nights, she has slept with this underneath her pillow, but that it will take both of us to make this work.


  Muddy water moves through the sieve of my toes. I turn to the north, then the east, then the south, then the west. If you are up there, Ruthann, I think, I could use your help right now.


  “Sanctified Santa Marta,” I say, feeling foolish. “Slay the dragon of his misfortune.”


  I pick at the stitches that hold the charm bag shut. The contents float on the air, then settle on the surface of the water. The stone sinks right away; the rest of the powder is harder to track.


  But I watch until I cannot see a speck anymore, like she instructed. I fold the red fabric and tuck it inside my bra, where I will keep it until the moon asks for it back.


  When I’m finished with the mojo, I step out of the canal and put on my shoes. I walk back to the courthouse. It’s not that I believe, exactly. It’s just that, as with most acts of faith, I can’t afford not to.


  ***


  After court is adjourned, Eric goes back to the law offices to prepare for tomorrow’s testimony. Fitz comes with me to pick Sophie up from the day-care center, and suggests we all go get something to eat, but I am afraid to be alone with him, I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel. “Rain check?” I say, trying to sound breezy and comfortable. I hurry Sophie outside the court before Fitz can plead his case, only to run into a gauntlet of reporters. The lights on their cameras blind me, and send Sophie burrowing into my arms; it’s enough to make me understand that all I really want to do is crawl into our pink trailer and hide.


  I make peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for dinner, and then as I’m watching Sophie draw pictures of blue whales and mermaids and other creatures that live in the bottom of the sea, I fall asleep.


  In my dreams I’m wearing a collar, and Greta is holding my leash. She wants me to find something, but I have no idea what I am supposed to be looking for.


  When I wake up, the first thing I think about is not my father’s trial. The sun has bitten halfway through the horizon, and the whole trailer is flooded in an eerie orange light, as if Sophie’s colored it completely while I’ve been sleeping. I glance down at the floor and see a scattering of pictures, but she’s not drawing anymore.


  “Soph?” I call, sitting up. I walk into the bathroom, but she’s not there. I check in the bedroom. “Sophie?”


  I check under the bed, in the hamper, under the kitchen cabinets, in the refrigerator, anywhere a child might play hide and seek. Outside the trailer, the only thing I hear are the distant rumble of cars and an occasional dog barking. “Sophie Isabel Talcott,” I say, as my heart starts to race. “Come out right now.”


  I glance across at Ruthann’s dark trailer, where Sophie had spent so much time this past month.


  Greta wriggles out from the spot beneath the trailer steps where she’s been lying in the shade. She looks up at me and whines. “Do you know where she is?”


  I start banging on the doors of neighbors I have never bothered to meet, asking for Sophie. I check every nook and cranny of the pink trailer. I stand in the front yard again, and call out her name at the top of my lungs.


  How hard would it be to take a little girl when no one is watching?


  I suddenly hear my mother’s voice, from the witness stand: Can you honestly tell me that you’ve never in your life made a mistake?


  I fumble in my purse for my cell phone and call Eric. “Is Sophie with you?”


  He is distracted by something else; I can tell by his voice. “Why would she be at the office?”


  “Then she’s missing,” I tell him, choking back tears.


  There is a beat of utter disbelief. “What do you mean she’s missing?”


  “I fell asleep. And when I woke up... she’s not here.”


  “Call the police,” Eric orders. “I’m coming home.”


  ***


  The police want to know how tall Sophie is, how much she weighs. If she was wearing a blue shirt or a yellow one. If I remember the brand of her sneakers.


  Their questions rope me like a noose; I don’t have any of the right answers. I can’t be sure if she was wearing a blue T-shirt today, or if that was last week. I haven’t measured her lately. I know she has pink sneakers, but I cannot tell them the brand name.


  The details I can give them are not the ones that will help find a missing child, but they’re indelibly inked on my heart: the dimple Sophie has in only one cheek; the space of the gap between her front teeth; the beauty mark that sits square on her back. The sound of her voice when she calls for me in the middle of the night; the rock she has in her pocket that glitters like gold in the sun. I can tell them that she is just tall enough to touch the door frame when she is on my shoulders. I can estimate her weight, by judging what’s missing in my arms.


  Eric sits on the trailer steps, answering their questions. He has taken off his tie, but he is still sporting the suit he wore in court. I am aware of the other neighbors, watching us from their porches and trailer windows. I wonder if they know who we are; if they are aware of the irony.


  The detective speaking to Eric puts his notepad away. “Sit tight, Mr. Talcott,” he says. “We’ll put out an Amber alert immediately. The best thing you can do is stay right here, just in case Sophie finds her way back.”


  I watch him radio in the information we have given him, I hear distant sirens. Was this how my mother felt, when she realized I was missing? As if the entire core of her had been removed; as if this planet suddenly seemed much larger than it had ever been before?


  I can’t trust the police to find my child. I can’t trust anyone.


  I wait until the detective has gone to speak to the neighbors; and then I whistle for Greta. “You ready to work, girl?” I croon, and I rub her between the ears.


  Eric stands up. “Delia,” he says. “What do you think you’re doing?”


  Instead of answering him, I slip on Greta’s harness. I don’t care about stepping on the toes of a police administration I do not know; I don’t care about the detective’s instructions to stay put. All I know is that I was the one who screwed up, by falling asleep. This is the seminal difference between my own mother and myself: I will search for my daughter longer, and harder, than anyone else.


  At the promise of a search, Greta’s whole body starts to quiver. “I’m her mother,” I say to Eric, because in any perfect world, that ought to be explanation enough.


  ***


  If Sophie was taken away in a car, I am not going to get very far. A scent will only carry if, by chance, the window was rolled down. But when I find Sophie’s pillow and scent Greta off it, she takes off immediately. She circles around the front yard, where Sophie has played for a month. She sniffs the cacti Sophie painted under Ruthann’s direction. She casts in widening circles, and then she finds a path that takes us out of the trailer park.


  As Greta works, her nose pressed to the pavement, I think about everything that might go wrong: the desert wind, scattering the scent cones; the spongy, scorching asphalt that might mask Sophie’s smell with its own bitter black one; the onrushing cars and exhaust that might interrupt Greta’s careful track. The dog is heading toward the highway, the same way we came home from court today, and although I am trying hard not to think about it, I’m wondering if Greta is picking up that old scent instead.


  I try to remember all the statistics: how many kids disappear every day in America; how, exponentially, the chance of finding a missing child decreases after a certain amount of time missing; how long a person can survive in the desert without water.


  Greta and I have been searching for only a half hour when she cuts behind a shopping center and then doubles back. She takes off at a run, and I race after her. “Sophie?” I start yelling at the top of my lungs. “Sophie!?”


  And then I hear it: “Mommy?”


  In utter disbelief, I let go of Greta’s leash. She rounds the concrete corner of the building and jumps up, her front paws nearly reaching Sophie’s shoulders.


  I fall to my knees before Sophie, sobbing, grabbing for every inch of her that I can. She is holding an ice cream cone in her left hand, and she doesn’t seem to understand why I have been reduced to a puddle in front of her. “I thought you were lost,” I gasp into the sweet skin of her neck. “I didn’t know where you’d gone.”


  “But we left you a note,” Sophie says, and that’s when I realize she is not alone.


  In front of the ice cream parlor stand Eric, the detective, and Victor Vasquez. “I would have called you,” Eric says, “but you left so fast you didn’t take your phone.”


  Victor steps forward, an embarrassed flush covering his face. “You were sleeping, and after all that happened today, I didn’t want to wake you up. So Sophie and me, we left you a message.”


  The detective holds it up—crayoned, on one of the pieces of paper Sophie had been using for her pictures. TOOK SOPHIE FOR AN ICE CREAM—BACK IN 1/2 HOUR!—VICTOR. “It was caught behind the couch,” the detective says. “The fan must have blown it off the table.”


  Mortified, I take it from his hand. “I’m so, so sorry,” I murmur. “I guess I overreacted...”


  The detective shakes his head. “That’s what we’re here for,” he says. “And believe me, we love it when it works out like this.”


  As Eric thanks the detective, Sophie slides her hand into mine. “You told me I can’t go anywhere with strangers,” she says, “but I already met Victor.”


  Victor turns to me. “I should have realized—”


  “No,” I say. “Really. It’s my fault.”


  “Look at what Victor brought me!” Sophie tugs me toward one of the wrought-iron tables outside the ice cream parlor, on which sits a bird’s nest. Inside are the remains of several speckled eggs. “He said that the babies aren’t living there anymore, so I could have it.”


  Victor puts his hand on the crown of Sophie’s head. “I thought, with everything that’s going on right now, she might need an extra friend.”


  I nod at him, trying to smile in gratitude. I can feel the heat of Eric’s gaze on me, wondering why I wasn’t more thorough, wondering, like me, if this trial is taking a toll on me in ways I hadn’t even expected. To avoid that discussion, I turn my attention to Sophie’s prize. I listen to her chatter about the hatchlings, and where they’ve flown off to by now. When she carefully places an eggshell in my hand, I feign excitement, even though all I can see is something that’s been broken.


  ***


  A hostile witness is someone who is going to be unsympathetic to a lawyer, or the lawyer’s client. In my father’s case, the prosecution is going to have to be the one to call me to the stand, presumably to show the jury the damage that was done to me. But I’m more likely to stand up for my father than incriminate him, which means that it’s in the prosecutor’s best interests to ask me leading questions, something she normally wouldn’t be allowed to do with a witness she’s called to the stand. To that end, she’s asked the judge to consider me hostile.


  It makes me wonder if I am. Has this whole fiasco made me unreceptive? Aggressive? Angry? Will I come out of this trial more changed than I was, even, by my father’s actions?


  Eric has given me a pep talk this morning, reminding me that no matter what Emma Wasserstein does, she cannot put words in my mouth. In the wake of Sophie’s disappearance last night, I am focused and centered—so intent on thinking before I act or speak that I can’t imagine this prosecutor getting the best of me.


  “Good morning,” she says.


  A cool wall of cross-purpose separates us. I am careful not to look her in the eye. “Hello.”


  “You’re not very happy about being here today, are you, Ms. Hopkins.”


  “No,” I admit.


  “You realize you’re under oath.”


  “Yes.”


  “And you realize your father does stand accused of kidnapping you.”


  Eric stands. “Objection, Your Honor. It’s not for her to make the legal conclusion.”


  “Sustained,” Judge Noble says.


  Emma doesn’t flinch. “You must have a very strong bond with your father, after all those years.”


  I hold my answer between my teeth, sure this is a trap I am walking into. “Yes. He was the only parent I knew.”


  “You’re a parent, too, aren’t you?” Emma asks.


  Inside, I freeze: Could she have found out already about Sophie’s disappearance last night? Is she going to discredit me with my own mistakes? “I have a daughter. Sophie.”


  “How old is she?”


  “Five.”


  “What do you like to do with Sophie?”


  Immediately, an image of her rises in my mind, like the sweetest cream. We go looking for bugs—caterpillars and snails—and then build them houses out of grass and twigs. We tattoo each other with Magic Markers. We do puppet shows with the extra socks in the laundry basket. Just thinking these things is reassuring, makes me remember that sooner or later, I get to leave this witness stand and go home with her.


  “Do you tuck her in every night?” Emma asks.


  “When I’m not working.”


  “And in the morning?”


  “She wakes me,” I say.


  “Would it be fair to say that Sophie relies on the fact that you’ll be there in the morning, when she comes looking for you?”


  Emma Wasserstein has looped this noose so slyly that I haven’t even felt the rope being placed around my neck. “Sophie is lucky enough to have two very responsible parents she can depend on,” I answer coolly.


  “You’ve never been married to Sophie’s father, have you.”


  I steadfastly refuse to glance at Eric. “No. We’re engaged.”


  “Why don’t you tell the jury who Sophie’s father is?”


  Eric is out of his seat like a shot. “Objection. Irrelevant.”


  The judge folds his arms. “You’re the one who said you could handle this case, no matter how close to home it got, Mr. Talcott. Overruled.”


  “Who is Sophie’s father, Ms. Hopkins?” Emma repeats.


  “Eric Talcott,” I say.


  “The attorney in this courtroom right now? The one defending your father?”


  At her words, the jury stops staring at me, and scrutinizes Eric. “That would be the one,” I reply.


  “Does Mr. Talcott ever go out with Sophie alone, just father-daughter?”


  I think back to last night; how I’d immediately assumed, hoped, that it had been Eric who’d taken Sophie somewhere. “Yes.”


  “So you’ve been in a position before where you’ve been waiting for them to come home.”


  “Yes.”


  “Have they ever been late?”


  I press my lips together in a firm line.


  “Ms. Hopkins,” the judge says, “you have to answer her.”


  “Once or twice.”


  “When they were late, did you call the police?”


  I wouldn’t have called the police, if I knew Eric was with her. I wouldn’t have called the police if I’d known that Victor was with her, either. It was when I thought Sophie was alone, or with a stranger, that I’d panicked. “No, I didn’t.”


  “Because you trusted Mr. Talcott to bring her back, isn’t that right?”


  “Yes.”


  “Just like your mother did, the day you were taken by your father?”


  “Objection,” Eric calls, but Emma is already speaking again.


  “You don’t remember anything specific about your mother’s drinking, isn’t that true?”


  I look up at the prosecutor. “Actually, I do,” I say. Eric is surprised; I haven’t had a chance to tell him any of this. “She left home once. Back then, I didn’t know where she was going. I just assumed it was my fault. I spent a lot of time trying to keep out of her way, and I figured she finally found a way to get around me.”


  “Did your father ever tell you where she went?”


  “No,” I say. “But she did. Rehab.”


  Emma smiles, delighted. “Your one memory of your mother, then, is of when she was actively trying to get help with her drinking?”


  And your father still took you? I shake my head to clear the words she hasn’t said, and maybe that is what dislodges it—another memory, with its pin already pulled and its smoke billowing history. Something is blinding—a mirror, maybe, that keeps catching the sun. My mother is holding it. Come on, Beth, this was your idea, she says, but it’s taking me longer to walk up the hill. She sits down on it—not a mirror, but a silver tray. I crawl between her legs and her arms fold around me tight. Who needs snow? she says, and then we are bouncing down the rocky red slope with our matching hair flying out behind us.


  In the gallery, I find my mother’s face. I wish I could explain the feeling when a piece of you suddenly reattaches, a piece you weren’t even aware was gone. You are afraid to speak, because you don’t know what might come out of your own mouth. You begin to question whether you’re making this up, whether everything you’ve thought to this point is just a lie.


  You want more, and you’re terrified to have it.


  Was she drunk, when we went sledding on the sand? Was I so glad to have her with me, holding on tight, that it didn’t even matter?


  “Is it true, Ms. Hopkins, that your father told you your mother was dead?” Emma asks.


  “He said she had died in a car accident.”


  “And you believed him?”


  “I had no reason not to,” I say.


  “When you found out your mother was alive, you were very curious to meet her, weren’t you.”


  I can feel the prick of my mother’s eyes on me. “Yes.”


  “You wanted to see if she was at all like the mother you’d imagined all those years.”


  “Yes.”


  “But then your father told you that, in fact, this mother, the one you’d built to mythic proportions in your mind, was an alcoholic. That she had put you in danger, as a child, and that’s why he’d abducted you.”


  I nod.


  “You didn’t want to believe your father, did you?”


  “No,” I admit.


  “But you had to,” Emma insists. “Because if you didn’t, then you were right back where you started: with your father lying.”


  “That’s not the way—”


  “You can’t deny, Ms. Hopkins, that your father is a liar. Why, by your own testimony—”


  “Yes!” I interrupt. “He’s a liar. He lied to me for twenty-eight years, is that what you want me to admit? But the alternative was the truth, and no one ever wants to hear that. I can tell you for a fact that I didn’t want to. It was much easier to think my mother was dead, believe me, than to find out she was an alcoholic who couldn’t take care of me.” I turn to the jury. “Just like it’s much easier to think that someone who breaks the law deserves to be punished—”


  “Your Honor!” Emma says.


  “—especially when it’s what you hear from the prosecutor and on television and every time you open up a newspaper, even when you know, deep down, he was right to do it.”


  “Judge, I’d like the court to strike the surplus testimony as nonresponsive,” Emma insists.


  “You’re the one who led her there,” the judge replies, shrugging.


  Eric catches my eye and winks at me, proud.


  I have managed to rattle the prosecutor, and that makes me sit a little taller. “Ms. Hopkins,” Emma says, smoothly changing her line of questioning, “you do search and rescue for a living, is that correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can you explain what that is, for the jury?”


  “My bloodhound, Greta, and I work with law enforcement agencies, cooperating with them to help find missing people.”


  “How do you find a child who’s wandered off?” Emma asks.


  “I give my bloodhound, Greta, a scent article—something uncontaminated, that last touched the child. Usually it’s a pillowcase or pajamas or sheets, something that was as close to the skin as you can get. But if I don’t even have that, a footprint is enough. I’ll get Greta to sniff it, and then I follow her lead.”


  “You’ve met parents whose children are lost, right?”


  “Yes,” I say.


  “How do they act?”


  “Most of them are frantic,” I say. Like me. Last night.


  “Have you ever had to tell anyone that you can’t locate the child?”


  “Yes,” I admit. “Sometimes the trail just ends. Sometimes the weather conditions affect the search.”


  “Have you ever had to stop looking?”


  I can feel my mother’s eyes on me. “You try not to,” I say, “but sometimes you don’t have a choice.”


  “Ms. Hopkins, have you ever been sent after a runaway... or a suicidal person?”


  “Yes.”


  “They don’t always want to come back with you, I imagine.”


  I am thinking of a cliff on a mesa; a woman who stepped off the edge of the world. “No.”


  “When you find these particular people, you bring them back, even though they’re reluctant, don’t you,” Emma says.


  I had wondered, in the days since Ruthann’s death, why she hadn’t protested harder when I told her I wanted to come to Shipaulovi. She must have known what she was planning to do there; having Sophie and me tagging along must have weighed heavily on her conscience. Unless... she had wanted someone there to bear witness. And she’d wanted that someone to be me.


  Maybe she believed that because of what I’d been through, I knew that what was expected and what was right are rarely the same set of footsteps. Because of what I’d been through, I understood that sometimes you lie because you have to.


  “Yes,” I say to Emma. “I bring them back.”


  Emma Wasserstein’s eyes light in triumph. “Because you know you should,” she clarifies.


  But I shake my head. “No,” I say. “Although I know I shouldn’t.”


  ***


  Maybe every couple should have a judgment day like this: a witness stand, a wooden chair. A stack of invisible questions set between them like fruit that they will peel raw and feed to each other, each hoping the other will admit what brought them to this point. As Eric comes toward me to begin the cross-examination, the room falls away from us, and we might as well be nine again: lying on our backs in a field of black-eyed Susans; pretending we had landed on an orange planet, that we were the only inhabitants.


  “So,” he says simply. “How’re you doing?”


  It makes me smile. “I’m holding up.”


  “Delia, I haven’t discussed this case with you, have I?”


  We have rehearsed these questions; I know what he is going to say, and what I am supposed to. “No.”


  “You weren’t too thrilled with me because of that, were you?”


  I think about the fight we had, after the visit to the hospital. Of my flight to Hopiland. “No. I thought you were hiding information from me that I deserved to have.”


  “But you didn’t hire me to represent your father because you thought I’d discuss the case with you, did you?”


  “No. I hired you because I know you love my father as much as I do.”


  Eric passes by me, stands in front of the jury. “What does your father do for a living?”


  “He runs a senior center in Wexton, New Hampshire.”


  “Did he make enough money to provide for you as a child?”


  “We didn’t live in luxury or anything,” I admit, “but we certainly had enough.”


  “Your father provided for you emotionally, too, didn’t he?”


  Is there a right answer to this question? Can you quantify love? “He was always there for me. No matter what I needed to talk about.”


  “Did you talk about your mother with him?”


  “He knew I missed her. But I knew it hurt him to talk about her, and I didn’t really bring it up all that often. Nobody likes to talk about the things they’ve lost.”


  “As it turns out, though, he’d never really lost your mother, had he?”


  I can still hear her voice in the restroom, telling me that she really did love my father. “She never died in a car crash,” I say slowly, “but he lost her long before that, I think.”


  Eric clasps his hands behind his back. “Delia,” he asks after a moment, “why aren’t we married?”


  I blink at him; this is not from our script. The question surprises the prosecutor as much as it surprises me; she objects.


  “Your Honor,” Eric says, “I’d like a little leeway. It’s not irrelevant.”


  The judge frowns. “You can answer the question, Ms. Hopkins.”


  Suddenly I understand what Eric is trying to do, and what he wants me to say. I wait for him to face me, so that I can tell him, silently, that I am not willing to let him sacrifice himself to save my father.


  Eric takes a step closer and places his hand on the rail of the witness box. “It’s okay,” he whispers. “Tell them.”


  So I swallow hard. “We aren’t married... because you are an alcoholic.”


  The words are hinged, rusty; I have worked so hard to not say them out loud. You might tell yourself that candor is the foundation of a relationship, but even that would be untrue. You are far more likely to lie to yourself, or your loved one, if you think it will keep the pain at bay.


  This is something my father understood, too.


  “When I drank, I was pretty awful, wasn’t I?” Eric asks.


  I bow my head.


  “Isn’t it true that I’d disappoint you, tell you I was going to be somewhere, and then completely forget to meet you; tell you I was going to run an errand for you and then not go?”


  “Yes,” I say softly.


  “Isn’t it true that I would drink until I passed out, and you’d have to drag me to bed?”


  “Yes.”


  “Isn’t it true that I would go off on rampages, get angry over the stupidest things, and then blame you for what went wrong?”


  “Yes,” I murmur.


  “Isn’t it true that I could never finish something I started? And that I’d make promises that we both knew I’d never keep? Isn’t it true that I’d drink to perk up, to calm down, to celebrate, to commiserate? Isn’t it true that I’d drink to be sociable, or to have a private moment?”


  The first tear is always the hottest. I wipe it away, and still it sears my skin.


  “Isn’t it true,” Eric continues, “you were afraid to be with me, because you never really knew what I would be like? You’d make excuses for me, and clean up my messes, and tell me that next time, you’d help make sure this didn’t happen?”


  Yes.


  “You enabled my drinking, by making it easier for me to get drunk without consequence... no pain, no shame. No matter how bad I got, you were there for me, right?”


  I wipe my eyes. “I guess so.”


  “But then... you found out that we were going to have a baby... and you did something pretty remarkable. What was that?”


  “I left,” I whisper.


  “You didn’t do it to punish me, did you.”


  By now, I am crying hard. “I did it because I didn’t want my child to see her father like that. I did it because if she grew up knowing you that way she would have hated you, too.”


  “You hated me?” Eric repeats, taken aback.


  I nod. “Almost as much as I loved you.”


  The jury is so focused on our exchange that all the air in the room goes still, but I notice only Eric. He offers me a Kleenex; then smooths my hair away from my face, his hand lingering on my cheek. “I don’t drink anymore, do I, Dee?”


  “You’ve been sober for more than five years. Since before Sophie was born.”


  “What if I fell off the wagon tomorrow?” he asks.


  “Don’t say that. You wouldn’t, Eric—”


  “What if you knew I was drinking again, and I had Sophie with me? What if I was taking care of her?”


  I close my eyes and try to forget that he has even thrown these words into the open, where they might breed and multiply and become fact.


  “Would you enable me again, Dee?” Eric asks. “Would you get Sophie in on the act, so that she could make excuses for her alcoholic parent?”


  “I’d take her away from you. I’d take her, and I’d run.”


  “Because you love me?” Eric asks, hoarse.


  “No.” I stare at him. “Because I love her.”


  Eric turns to the judge. “Nothing further,” he says.


  I start to rise from the witness stand, my legs unsteady, but Emma Wasserstein is already approaching me. “I don’t understand, Ms. Hopkins,” she says. “What is it about an alcoholic’s behavior that might make you worry about your daughter’s safety?”


  I look at her as if she’s crazy. “Alcoholics are unreliable. You can’t trust them. They hurt other people without even thinking about what they’re doing.”


  “Sounds kind of like a kidnapper, huh?” Emma turns to the judge. “The prosecution rests,” she says, and she sits back down.


  ***


  On the last good day, my father got up before me. He was downstairs making pancakes for Sophie’s breakfast by the time I came downstairs. On the last good day, we ran out of coffee and my father wrote it on a list we kept stuck to the fridge. I did a wash.


  On the last good day, I yelled at my father because he forgot to feed Greta. I folded his clean socks. I laughed at a joke he told me, something about an asparagus that went into a bar, which I no longer remember.


  On the last good day he went to work for three hours and then came home and put on the History Channel. The program was about the Airstream RV. When it first came out, no one quite knew what to make of the silver bullet, so the company sent a caravan of them on a promotional tour across Africa and Egypt. The native tribes came up to the RVs and poked at them with spears. They prayed for the beasts to leave.


  On the last good day, my father didn’t fall asleep while he was watching this show. He turned to me and said words that at the time were only words, not the life lessons they’ve since exploded into. “It just goes to show you,” my father told me, on the last good day, “the world’s only as big as what you know.”


  Andrew


  During the long drive east, the states all bled into one another and leagues of insects committed suicide against the front grille of the car. We would stop at gas stations and load up on Hostess cherry pies and Coca-Cola. We’d listen to the blur of words on the Spanish-speaking radio stations.


  Every now and then, I would reach behind me blindly into the backseat where you were sitting, just to let you know I was there. “High-five,” I’d say. But you never slapped my palm in response. Instead, you’d slip your fine-boned, fairy hand into mine; as if you were trying to say Yes, I accept your invitation to this dance.


  ***


  It takes Irving Baumschnagel seven minutes to walk from the front row of the gallery to the witness stand, mostly because he is too stubborn to accept the help of a bailiff to steady him. Eric leans toward me, watching his unsteady progress. “You’re sure he can do this for us?”


  Irving is one of the seniors from Wexton Farms that Eric’s putting on the stand as a character witness. “He’s much sharper than he looks.”


  Eric sighs. “Mr. Baumschnagel,” he says, rising to his feet. “How long have you known Mr. Hopkins?”


  “Almost thirty years,” Irving says proudly. “We were on the planning committee together in Wexton. He got the senior center up and running just about the time I was ready to start using it.”


  “How does he contribute to the community?”


  “He always puts other people first. He sticks up for causes that most people would rather forget,” Irving says. “Like old people. Or poor families—we have our share in Wexton. Where most folks in town would prefer to pretend they don’t exist, Andrew will run food and clothing drives.”


  “Do you know Delia Hopkins?” Eric asks.


  “Sure.”


  “In your opinion, what lessons did Delia learn from her father?”


  “Well, that’s easy,” Irving says. “Just look at what she chose to do for a living: search and rescue. I doubt she would have picked that if she hadn’t seen her father putting other people first his whole life.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Baumschnagel,” Eric says, and he sits back down beside me.


  Rising, the prosecutor crosses her arms. “You said that the defendant spent his life putting other people first?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Would it be fair to say that he considered other people’s feelings?”


  “Absolutely,” says Irving.


  “That he was capable of figuring out who needed help?”


  “Yes.”


  “Who needed a break?”


  “Sure.”


  “Who needed an opportunity to change his or her life?”


  “He’d find that opportunity for you, if you needed it,” Irving insists.


  “Would it be fair to say, Mr. Baumschnagel, that the defendant was willing to give a person a second chance?”


  “No question about it.”


  “Well then,” the prosecutor muses. “I guess he really had become a different man.”


  ***


  Daddy, you would say, look at my braids. Look at the worst bug bite ever. Look at my handstand, my eggroll dive, my finger painting. Look at my splinter, my spelling list, my somersault, the toad I found. Look at the present I made you, the grade I got, the acceptance letter. Look at the diploma, the ultrasound, your granddaughter.


  I couldn’t possibly remember all the things you’ve asked me to look at. I just remember that you asked.


  ***


  The amazing thing about Abigail Nguyen is that she doesn’t look more than a few years older than she did when Bethany was part of her nursery school class. She is tiny and composed, and sits on the witness stand with her hands folded neatly in her lap as she answers Eric’s questions. “She was a bright, sweet kid. But after her parents separated, there were times she’d come in and I just knew she hadn’t had breakfast. She’d wear the same clothes to school three days in a row. Or her hair would be in knots, because no one had bothered to brush it.”


  “Did you talk to Bethany about this?”


  “Yes,” she says. “She usually told me that Mommy was sleeping, so she made herself breakfast or did her own hair.”


  “How did Bethany get to school?”


  “Her mother drove her.”


  “Did anything about Elise Matthews ever strike you as disturbing?”


  “Sometimes she looked... a little worse for the wear. And often she smelled like she’d been drinking.”


  “Mrs. Nguyen,” Eric says, “did you speak to Bethany’s father about this?”


  “Yes. I distinctly remember one occasion when Elise Matthews didn’t come to pick Bethany up after school—we let her stay for the afternoon session, too, and then we called her father at work.”


  “What was his reaction?”


  She glances at me. “He was extremely upset and angry with his wife’s behavior. He said he’d take care of it.”


  “What happened after that?” Eric asks.


  “Bethany attended class for three more months. And then one day,” the teacher says, “she disappeared.”


  ***


  I would carry you on my shoulders so you could see better. I used to think to myself, I will do whatever it takes to be able to carry you forever. I will join a gym. I will lift weights. I will never let on that you’ve grown too big for this, that you’ve gotten too heavy.


  It never occurred to me that one day you might ask to walk on your own.


  ***


  “So,” the prosecutor says. “She just up and vanished?”


  “Yes,” Mrs. Nguyen says.


  “It’s not in the child’s best interests to have their education interrupted, is it?”


  “No.”


  “Now, Mrs. Nguyen, you said you saw a four-year-old child come to school with unbrushed hair, is that right?”


  “Yes.”


  “You testified that she was sometimes hungry.”


  “Yes.”


  “You said that she’d wear the same clothes to school three days in a row.”


  “Yes.”


  The prosecutor shrugs. “Doesn’t that describe just about any four-year-old child, at some point?”


  “Yes, but this wasn’t a onetime occurrence.”


  “As a teacher, have you ever been in contact with the Department of Children Protective Services?”


  “Unfortunately, yes. We’re required by law to report abuse. The minute we believe a child is in extreme danger, we make the call.”


  “And yet you didn’t report Elise Matthews, did you?” Emma points out. “Nothing further.”


  ***


  Your favorite toys, as a child, were animals. Stuffed and beanbag, enormous and minuscule—it didn’t matter, as long as you could arrange them around the house in some sort of complicated scenario. You weren’t the kind of kid who wanted to play “vet.” Instead, you’d pretend that you were a rescue worker intent on making your way up Everest to rescue a stranded mountain lion, but halfway up one of your sled dogs would break its leg, and it was up to you to do field surgery before continuing on to save the wildcat. You would steal bandages from the first-aid kit at the senior center and erect a triage center under the dining room table; the mountain lion was a stuffed cat hiding under the couch in the den; in the bathroom you had tweezers and toothpicks in your surgical suite. I used to watch you. I used to wonder if you were just a natural expert at reinventing the world, or if I’d somehow made you that way.


  ***


  The whole way back to jail I feel the elements of my body resisting; a magnetic pole that has become so similar to the one it’s approaching it cannot help but be repelled. But almost immediately, a detention officer comes to tell me I’ve got a visitor. I expect Eric, coming to practice tomorrow’s testimony with me until it runs like a well-oiled machine, but instead of being escorted to a conference room for attorneys and their clients, I’m led to a central booth. It isn’t until I am nearly face-to-face with her that I realize Elise has come to see me.


  Her dark hair is a waterfall. She has writing on the inside of her palm and up her left arm. “Some things never change,” I say softly, and point.


  She glances down. “Oh. Well. I needed a cheat sheet on the stand.” When she smiles at me, the little cubicle I am trapped in swells with heat. “It’s good to see you. I just wish it was under different circumstances.”


  “I’d settle for a different venue,” I say.


  She bows her head, and when she looks up, her face is flushed. “It sounds like you’ve had a very good life in Wexton. All those senior citizens... they adore you.”


  “A poor substitute,” I joke, but it falls flat. I look from the crooked part of her hair to the eyetooth that’s twisted the tiniest bit—the little flaws that made her more striking instead of less so. Why had she never been able to understand that?


  “You’re still so goddamned beautiful,” I murmur. “In twenty-eight years, you know, I still haven’t met anyone else who talks back to characters in the middle of a movie. Or who stops using punctuation because it’s cramping the style of the alphabet.”


  “Well, I learned a little from you, too, Charlie,” Elise says. “A very wise pharmacist once told me that there are certain elements you can’t mix together, because even though it seems like they’d be perfect together, they’re lethal. Bleach and ammonia, for example. Or you and me.”


  “Elise—”


  “I loved you so much,” she whispers.


  “I know,” I say quietly. “I just wished you’d loved yourself a little more.”


  “Do you ever think about him?” Elise asks. “The baby?”


  I nod slowly. “I wonder how much would have been different, if he’d—”


  “Don’t say it.” There are tears in her eyes. “Let’s do it this way, Charlie, all right? Let’s pick just one sentence out of all of the ones we should have said—the best, most important sentence—and let’s say just that.”


  This is my old Elise—whimsical, loopy—the one I couldn’t help but fall for. And because I know she is sinking in the quicksand of regret, just like me, I nod. “Okay. But I go first.” I try to remember what it was like to be loved by someone who did not know limits, and had not yet been ruined by that. “I forgive you,” I whisper; a gift.


  “Oh, Charlie,” Elise says, and she gives me one right back. “She turned out absolutely perfect.”


  ***


  In the blue light of the cell, I make a mental list of the best moments of my life. They aren’t the milestones you’d imagine; they are the tiniest seconds, the flashes of time. You writing a note for the tooth fairy, asking if you had to go to college to be one. Waking up to find you curled up in bed beside me. You asking if I’d made the pancakes from scrap. You fishing, and then refusing to touch whatever you caught. You reaching into my pocket for quarters to feed the downtown meter. You doing cartwheels on the front lawn, looking like a long-legged spider. You spinning cotton candy and getting the sugar all over your hair. Pulling back the curtain of the magic box so you could step inside in your tiny sequined suit. Drawing it aside, so we could all see you reappear.


  The amazing thing is, I could sit here for hours and still not run out of the best moments of my life. There are twenty-eight years’ worth of them.


  ***


  From up here, it’s different. There’s a flimsy railing between me and the rest of the courtroom—this witness stand—but that doesn’t keep their eyes from striking me like hammers. “It was the Saturday before Father’s Day,” I say, looking right at Eric. “Beth was excited, because she’d made me some card with a tie on it at nursery school. When I picked her up, she practically flew out to the car. We had a barbecue and went to the zoo. But then she remembered that she’d forgotten her blanket, the one she slept with. I told her we’d swing by the house and pick it up.”


  “When you got there, what did you see?”


  “There was no answer when I knocked. I went around to the side windows and saw Elise passed out in a puddle of her own vomit in the entryway. Dog feces and urine were all over the floor. And broken glass.”


  I see Emma Wasserstein lean back as Elise taps her on the shoulder. The two women whisper for a moment.


  “What did you do next?” Eric asks, bringing me back to focus.


  “I thought about going in, and cleaning her up, like I’d done a thousand times before. And like a thousand times before, Beth would watch me do it. And one day, she’d be the one taking care of her mother.” I shook my head. “I just couldn’t do it anymore.”


  “There had to have been an alternative,” Eric says, playing Devil’s Advocate.


  “I’d already given her an ultimatum. After our second baby was stillborn, she started drinking so heavily that I couldn’t make excuses for her anymore, and I got her to enroll in a treatment program. She dried out, for a month’s time, and then she was drinking more than ever. Eventually I filed for divorce, but that only took me out of the situation. Not my daughter.”


  “Why didn’t you contact the authorities?”


  “Back then no one believed a father could do as good a job raising a kid as a mother... even an alcoholic one. I was afraid if I asked the court for more time with Beth, I’d lose all visitation rights with her.” I look down at the ground. “They weren’t too sympathetic to fathers who had prior convictions; as it was, the only reason I’d gotten as much time with Beth as I had was because Elise hadn’t contested it.”


  “What was the prior conviction for?” Eric asks.


  “I had spent a night in jail after a fight, once.”


  “Who was the person you assaulted?”


  “Victor Vasquez,” I say. “The man Elise wound up marrying.”


  “Can you tell the court why you fought with Victor?”


  I run my thumbnail into a groove of the wood. Now that this moment is here, it’s harder than I thought to make the words come out. “I found out that he was having an affair with my wife,” I say bitterly. “I beat him up pretty badly and Elise called the police.”


  “In light of that incident, you were nervous about asking the authorities to revisit the custody agreement?”


  “Yes. I thought they’d look at the petition and think I was doing it to get back at Elise.”


  “So.” Eric faces the jury. “You’d already tried to get Elise to participate in her own rehabilitation, and it didn’t work. You saw obstacles lying in front of you if you took legal action. What did you do next?”


  “I had run out of options, the way I saw it. I couldn’t leave Bethany there, and I couldn’t let this keep happening. I wanted my daughter to have a normal life—no, a better than normal life. And I thought that maybe if I got her as far away from all of this as I could, we could both start over. I thought maybe she was even young enough to completely forget that this was the way she’d spent the first four years of her life.” I look up at you, watching me with haunted eyes from the gallery. “As it turned out, I was right.”


  “What did you do next?”


  “I took Beth and drove to my condo. I packed as much stuff as I could into the car, and then I started to drive east.”


  Eric guides me through a narrative of flight, a web of lies, an outline of how to reinvent oneself. I answer more of his questions—ones about life in Wexton, ones that dovetail with the spot where he began to overlap with our lives. And then he reaches the end of this act, the one we have practiced. “When you took your daughter, Andrew, did you know what you were doing was against the law?”


  I look at the jury. “Yes.”


  “Can you imagine what would have happened to Delia if you hadn’t taken her away?”


  It is a question Eric’s not expecting to get in, and sure enough, the prosecutor objects.


  “Sustained,” the judge says.


  He has told me that this will be the last question, that he wants to leave the jury thinking about the answer to the question I am not allowed to give. But as Eric heads toward the defense table again, he suddenly stops and pivots. “Andrew?” he asks, as if it is just the two of us, and something he’s wanted to know all along. “If you had the chance, would you change what you did?”


  We haven’t rehearsed this answer, and maybe it’s the only one that really matters. I turn, so that I am staring square at you; so that you know, all my life, anything I’ve ever said or buried beneath silence was just for you. “If I had the chance,” I reply, “I’d do it all over again.”


  IX


  [image: Images]


  But what do you keep of me?


  The memory of my bones flying up into your hands.


  —Anne Sexton, “The Surgeon”


  Eric


  Maybe I’m not going to lose this case, after all.


  It’s clear Andrew’s broken the law—he has admitted it, as well as a lack of remorse—but he’s got a few sympathetic jurors. One Hispanic woman, who started crying when he talked about Delia growing up, and one older lady with a tight silver perm, who was nodding along with pity. Two, count ’em, two—when it only takes one to hang a jury.


  But then again, Emma Wasserstein hasn’t attacked yet. I sit beside Chris, my nails digging into the armrests of the chair. He leans closer to me. “Fifty bucks says she goes for rage.”


  “Lying,” I murmur back. “She’s got that one in the bag already.”


  The prosecutor walks toward Andrew; I try to will him faith and composure. Do not fuck this up, I think. I can do that myself.


  “For twenty-eight years,” Emma says, “you’ve been lying to your daughter, haven’t you.”


  “Well, technically.”


  “You’ve been lying about who you are.”


  “Yes,” Andrew admits.


  “You’ve been lying about who she is.”


  “Yes.”


  “You’ve been lying about all aspects of your former life.”


  “Yes.”


  “In fact, Mr. Hopkins, there’s an excellent chance that you’re lying to all of us right now.”


  I feel Chris stuff something stiff into my hand; when I look down, it’s a fifty-dollar bill.


  “I’m not,” Andrew insists. “I have not lied in this courtroom.”


  “Really,” Emma says flatly.


  “Yes, really.”


  “What if I told you I could prove otherwise?”


  Andrew shakes his head. “I’d say you’re mistaken.”


  “You told this court, under oath, that you came home to get a security blanket for your daughter... and you found Elise Matthews drunk, lying amidst vomit and broken glass and dog feces. Is that correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “Would it surprise anyone in this courtroom to learn that Elise Vasquez is allergic to dogs? That she never owned one, either while you were living with her or anytime afterward?”


  Oh, shit.


  Andrew stares at her. “I never said it was her dog. I’m just telling you what I saw.”


  “Are you, Mr. Hopkins? Or are you telling this court what you want them to see? Are you painting this situation to be worse than it really was, to justify your own heinous actions?”


  “Objection,” I mumble.


  “Withdrawn,” Emma says. “Let’s give you the benefit of the doubt, then; let’s say your memory of the state of the house is flawless, even after almost thirty years. However, you also said that after finding your wife in this state, and feeling unfairly persecuted by the authorities, you went back to your condo and packed as much as you could into your car, and started driving east with your daughter. Do I have that right?”


  “Yes.”


  “Would you classify your decision to abscond with your daughter as impulsive?”


  “Absolutely,” Andrew says.


  “Then what made you close out your bank account on the previous Friday morning, a full day before you picked Bethany up for her custody visit?”


  Andrew takes a deep breath, just like I’ve told him to. “I was in the process of switching banks,” he says. “It was a coincidence.”


  “I’ll bet,” Emma remarks. “Let’s talk about your good intentions for a moment. You said you brought your daughter to Harlem with you, to a crack house, when you purchased those identities?”


  “Yes, I did.”


  “You brought a four-year-old along to watch you commit a crime?”


  “I wasn’t committing a crime,” Andrew says.


  “You were purchasing someone else’s identity. What do you think that is, Mr. Hopkins? Or is your set of laws different from everyone else’s?”


  “Objection,” I interrupt.


  “Were there drug addicts at that crack house?” Emma asks.


  “I assume so.”


  “Might there have been needles on the floor?”


  “It’s possible, I don’t really remember.”


  “Were there individuals with guns or knives?”


  “Everyone was busy doing their own thing, Ms. Wasserstein,” Andrew says. “I knew it wasn’t Disneyland when I went in there, but I had no alternative.”


  “So let me get this straight: You ran away with your daughter because you were worried about her safety... and took her less than a week later into a crack house to become an accessory to a crime?”


  “All right,” Andrew admits heavily. “I did.”


  “You never called Elise to let her know that her daughter was healthy and happy, did you.”


  “No. I haven’t had any contact with her.” He hesitates. “I didn’t want her to be able to track us down.”


  “You also never told your daughter that her mother was alive and well in Phoenix?”


  “No.”


  “Why is that, Mr. Hopkins? Your daughter turned eighteen over a decade ago—she wouldn’t have been returned to her mother’s custody then, no matter what. The danger, as you perceived it, was over. If your motive for abducting Bethany was to keep her safe, and eventually her safety was a sure thing, you had no reason to hide her whereabouts from your ex-wife anymore, did you?”


  “I still couldn’t tell her.”


  “Because you knew you’d committed a crime, didn’t you. You knew you had broken the law.”


  “That’s not the reason,” Andrew says, shaking his head.


  “You were hiding the fact that you had kidnapped her, and would most likely have to face the legal consequences.”


  “No,” Andrew explodes, too loud. I take the fifty-dollar bill and push it across the table toward Chris.


  “Then why, Mr. Hopkins?” the prosecutor asks.


  “Because Elise had to stay dead for us to have the lives that we were leading. Delia and I, we were happy. If I told her the truth, I might have lost that. I didn’t want to take that risk.”


  “Oh, please,” Emma slaps back. “The only risk you couldn’t take is the same one you face right now—the risk of everyone finding out who you really are, so that you’d be sent to prison.”


  Andrew stares her down. “You have no idea who I am,” he says.


  Emma walks toward the prosecutor’s table. “I think you’re wrong, Mr. Hopkins. I think I know exactly who you are. I think you’re a man with a hair-trigger temper, who lies like a rug and acts rashly whenever the situation calls for it.”


  “Objection!” I say.


  But Andrew isn’t even listening to me anymore; he’s focused on Emma, walking toward him. “Isn’t it true, Mr. Hopkins, that you’ve gotten in trouble for letting your emotions run away with you before?”


  “I don’t know what you mean,” he replies.


  “You assaulted Mr. Vasquez after you found out your wife was having an extramarital affair, is that correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “You were angry when you found out, weren’t you.”


  “Yes.”


  “He was there with your wife, your daughter, wasn’t he.”


  “Yes,” Andrew says, his voice taut as a wire.


  “You weren’t going to let him get away with it, were you?”


  “No.” I try desperately to catch Andrew’s eye, to center him, before he buys into the anger that Emma’s building in him. But this is an Andrew I haven’t seen before. His eyes are darker and harder than I have ever seen them; his face twists. “I saw what he was doing.”


  Emma steps directly in front of Andrew. “So you decided to beat him unconscious, Mr. Hopkins? You assaulted a man in front of your three-year-old daughter?”


  “I didn’t—”


  “You saw something you didn’t like, something that you considered a personal slight, and instead of weighing the alternatives you decided you were the only one who could possibly fix it, no matter who got hurt and how many laws were broken.”


  “You weren’t—”


  “You broke the law then, and you did it again when you kidnapped Bethany, Mr. Hopkins, isn’t that the truth?”


  By now, Andrew is shaking so hard I can see it even from where I’m sitting. “He was abusing my daughter. That sonofabitch was doing it then, and he was still doing it six months later when I took her away from him.”


  If the courtroom ceiling had plummeted at that instant, I couldn’t have been more shocked. The entire corps of us is stunned into silence by this admission—Emma, the judge, myself. I turn to Delia, searching her out in the frantic gallery, and find her by the white oval of her face. “Objection, Your Honor,” Emma shouts, the first to recover. “We’ve had no evidence to support this claim.”


  I know I am supposed to be doing something, but I cannot take my eyes off Delia, who begins to wilt into her chair, like the stalk of a milkweed pod after its heart has been blown away. Beside me I am vaguely aware of Chris Hamilton approaching the bench. “Of course there was no evidence, Judge. If there were, our client would have been able to present it to the authorities at the time, and we wouldn’t all be sitting here. Instead Mr. Hopkins had to react—”


  The judge bangs his gavel, screaming for order. Across the gallery, I see Fitz put his arm around Delia’s shoulders and whisper something to help her keep herself together. I turn to face the spectacle. “Your Honor, I request a recess with my client.”


  “No way,” Emma argues. “He’s not going into a private conference room. If the defendant said or did something that counsel didn’t know was coming, he can deal with it here and now.”


  “Mr. Talcott,” the judge says, “I don’t know what’s going on here. It seems to me that you don’t either. I urge you to prove me wrong.”


  ***


  I look at Andrew, and remember the time he taught me how to do a card trick. It was a simple one, a sleight of hand, but you would have thought from my reaction when I’d mastered it that I had just become David Copperfield. Andrew had laughed at me. “It’s all just smoke and mirrors,” he had said.


  Now, I am the one with the tricks up my sleeve. I break the first rule of direct examination: I ask a question the answer to which I don’t know, and don’t want to. “Andrew,” I say. “Tell us about the abuse.”


  “I thought Elise was having an affair. And I came home early, thinking I could catch her...” He closes his eyes. “When I got there, and I looked in the window, Elise was asleep on the bed, alone. But in the living room... Beth was watching television. He had her on his lap... and he was scratching her back. But then his hands went underneath her skirt... and...” Andrew bends down, his shoulders heaving. “He had his hands on her. He touched my daughter. And every time Elise got drunk, or fell asleep, he was going to be there doing the same thing. I beat him up. But that wouldn’t stop it from happening again.”


  There is noise in the gallery; I am not brave enough to look in that direction and risk seeing Delia’s face yet. Andrew buries his face in his hands; I wait for him to regain his composure. When he lifts his head, his eyes are red and raw and hold every member of that jury accountable. “Maybe I kidnapped my daughter. Maybe I broke the law. But you can’t tell me that what I did was wrong.”


  My head is a kaleidoscope of questions—not about this case, but about the woman ten feet away from me, whose life has just been ripped out from underneath her once again. “The defense rests,” I murmur.


  Before I can even make it back to my seat, though, Emma stands up again. “The prosecution would like to recall Delia Hopkins.”


  I turn around. “You can’t.”


  “On what grounds?”


  On the grounds that I love her.


  No one comments when Fitz walks Delia all the way to the bar, and opens the gate to let her inside. She moves slowly, precariously. When she sits down on the edge of the chair, she does not look at her father, and she doesn’t look at me. She is full of ghosts; I can see them peeking from the windows that used to be her eyes.


  “Ms. Hopkins,” Emma says, “do you have any recollection of being sexually abused by Victor Vasquez?”


  Delia shakes her head.


  “Let the record reflect that the witness has given a negative response,” Emma says. “Nothing further.”


  The judge glances at me. “Mr. Talcott?”


  I start to shake my head—I would rather be eviscerated with a butter knife on the bench right now than cross-examine Delia—but Chris Hamilton grabs my arm. “If you don’t detonate this bomb,” he whispers, “we are screwed.”


  So I get to my feet. Forgive me, I beg silently. I am only doing this for you. “You really don’t remember being sexually abused by Victor Vasquez?”


  She looks at me, surprised. The last thing she would expect from me right now is this tone of voice, this mockery. “I think it would be hard to forget something like that,” she says.


  “Maybe,” I say coolly. “Then again, you don’t remember being kidnapped, do you.” I turn away from Delia before I can see how much more damage I’ve done.


  ***


  As it happens, Emma is the one who needs a hiatus; the prosecutor’s water breaks about five minutes later during a recess. She is taken to the hospital by ambulance, and court is adjourned for five days.


  I find Delia and Fitz taking refuge in a conference room upstairs, away from the frenzied sea of media that has doubled in size, it seems, since this morning. She still looks unsteady, but by now, she is angry, too. “How could you do this to me?” she accuses. “You made this all up.”


  Shaking my head, I walk toward her. I am struck by the sense that although she looks just like Delia should look, she is a soap bubble, and if I get too close she will simply disappear. “I give you my word, Dee, this was not some defense ploy. I didn’t know this was going to happen.”


  When she tilts her face up to mine, it breaks my heart. “Then why didn’t I know it ever had?”


  Because I am a coward, I choose not to answer. “I have to go to the jail,” I say gently. “I need to speak to your father now.” With a squeeze of support to Delia’s shoulders, I leave the conference room. I hurry across the street to the Madison Street Jail, and I ask to see Andrew.


  I should have hired an investigator to depose him instead of doing it myself, then I would have been able to impeach him with his own testimony and salvage this trial. I don’t say a single word, just wait for him to sit down and initiate conversation. “What happens now?” he asks finally.


  “Well,” I suggest, “how about you tell me what the hell that was all about?”


  He knots his hands on the scarred table, his thumb tracing the graffiti that reads TUPAC 4EVA. “What kind of man goes after a woman who’s married, a woman who’s an obvious drunk, and who has a little girl? You do the math, Eric.”


  “Andrew,” I explain, frustrated, “you can’t throw a smoking gun down at the end of a trial. Why didn’t you mention this before? It would have been a perfect defense.”


  “I managed to keep this from her all these years, so that she could have a normal life.”


  I scrub my hands through my hair. “Andrew, there’s no evidence here. Delia doesn’t even remember it happening.”


  But even as I say it, I’m remembering the smallest of details, the clues that I should have picked up on. Like when we first talked about Victor and the assault charge: I saw him, Andrew had said, I watched him kiss her.


  Elise? I had asked, and he’d hesitated for a half-second before he nodded.


  Or the medical records Delia and I had read together: Focused on the fact of the scorpion sting, I never really considered the physician’s comment about the patient fighting when her clothes were being removed for treatment. Or the fact that a four-year-old girl had a urinary tract infection.


  “What happens now?” Andrew repeats.


  What happens now is that Emma will come back from her labor and delivery and file a motion to get Andrew’s revelation excluded. The judge will be inclined to agree. The jurors—already dubious, because who drops a bomb like this one at the last minute but a liar?—will be asked to disregard the testimony. And Andrew, who literally confessed to kidnapping on the stand, will be convicted.


  I don’t want him sitting here for five days, thinking about going to prison; I can protect him from his own future for at least that long. So I look him in the eye and lie to him. “I don’t know, Andrew.”


  It isn’t until I have left the jail that I realize I’m no better than he is.


  ***


  By the time I get home, it is twilight. Delia sits on the steps of the trailer, stroking Greta. “Hey,” I say, kneeling down in front of her. “Are you okay?”


  “You tell me,” she says, brittle, brushing her hair away from her face. “Since I don’t seem to have any clue at all about myself.”


  As I sit down next to her, Greta gets up and moves away from us, as if she knows I’ve taken over the helm of support. “Where’s Sophie?”


  “Napping.”


  “And Fitz?”


  “I sent him home,” she says. She draws her knees up and wraps her arms tight around them. “Do you know how many people I’ve come across on a job, who tell me they didn’t even know they were off course until it was too late? Hikers who take a wrong turn, novice campers who misread a map—they all say they thought they were somewhere else.” She stares at me. “I never really believed them, until now.”


  “Sweetheart, listen—”


  “I don’t want to listen, Eric. I don’t want to be told anymore who I used to be. I want to fucking remember it myself.” Tears swim in her eyes. “What is wrong with me?”


  I reach out, intending to draw her into my arms, but as soon as my hands slide across her shoulder blades, she stiffens.


  He was scratching her back...


  His hands went underneath her skirt...


  She looks up at me with tears in her eyes. “Sophie,” she says. “She was with him, alone.”


  “You got there first,” I tell her, because I need to believe it myself. She ducks her head, lost in thought. “I’ll be inside if you need me.”


  She tucks her hair behind her ears and nods. But then, it’s never the finding part that’s been a problem for Delia. It’s coming to terms with being lost.


  ***


  It’s choice that makes us human: I could put this bottle down at any time, or I could continue till it’s empty. I can tell myself I know exactly what I’m doing; I can convince myself that it will take much more than a few drinks to slide down to a pit I cannot climb out from.


  And, oh, God, the taste of it. The sooty smoke in the back of the throat; the burn on the flesh of my lips. The stream of it through the baleen of my teeth. After a day like this one, anyone would need to unwind a little.


  Tonight, the moon is jaundiced and scarred. It’s so close to the roof of Ruthann’s trailer that for a moment I imagine that the corner of the roof might prick it, send it flying like a pierced balloon.


  Why do they call it a mobile home, if it never goes anywhere?


  “Eric?” A sliver of light splinters my arm, then my leg, then half of my body as Delia opens the door. “Are you still out here?”


  I manage to slide the whiskey bottle behind my calf where she can’t see it.


  She sits down on the step behind me. “I just wanted to say that I’m sorry. I know this isn’t your fault.”


  If I answer, she’ll smell the booze on my breath. So instead, I just hang my head, and hope she thinks I’m overwhelmed.


  “Come inside,” she says, reaching for my hand, and I’m so grateful for this that when I stand up I forget what I’ve been hiding, and the bottle rolls down the steps.


  “Did you drop something?” Delia asks, but as her eyes adjust to the darkness, she sees the label. “Oh, Eric,” she murmurs, a boatload of disillusion in those broken syllables.


  By the time I shake myself out of my stupor enough to follow her inside, she’s already hauled a sleeping Sophie into her arms. She whistles for Greta, and grabs her car keys from the counter.


  “For God’s sake, Delia, it was just a little nightcap. I’m not drunk, look at me. Listen to me. I can stop whenever I feel like it.”


  She turns around, our daughter caught between us. “So can I, Eric,” she says, and she walks out the front door.


  I don’t call her back when she gets into the Explorer. The taillights dance down the road, the sideways eyes of a demon. I sit down on the bottom step of the trailer and pick up the bottle of whiskey, which is lying on its side.


  It’s half full.


  Fitz


  It takes a while to get Sophie settled in my motel room, with Greta curled on the edge of the bed like a sentry. Then, using the tiny immersion heater that shares a plug with the hair dryer in the bathroom, I boil water for tea. I bring a cup of it out to Delia, who is sitting outside the motel room on one of the plastic lawn chairs that overlook the parking lot.


  “Let’s see,” she says. “In less than twelve hours’ time, I found out that I was abused as a child and that my fiancé’s fallen off the wagon. I figure I’m due to come down with cancer any minute, don’t you think?”


  “God forbid,” I tell her.


  “Brain tumor.”


  “Shut up.” I sit down beside her.


  “All those things he was saying in the courtroom,” she says. “Didn’t Eric even listen to himself?”


  “I don’t know if he wanted to,” I admit. “I think he would have rather believed he was who you wanted him to be.”


  “Are you saying this is my fault?”


  “No. Not any more than the other is your father’s.”


  Her mouth snaps shut, and she takes a sip of her tea. “I hate it when you’re right,” she says. And then, more softly: “How can you be a survivor, when you can’t even remember the war?”


  I take the cup out of her hand and spread her palm flat on top of mine, then turn it over as if I am about to read her future. I trace the life line and the love line; I trail my fingers over the cords of her wrist. “None of it changes anything,” I tell her. “No matter what your father said up there. You’re the same person you were before he said it.”


  She pushes me away. “What if you found out that you used to be a girl, Fitz? And that you had operations and everything and you don’t remember a single bit of it?”


  “That’s just crazy,” I reply, my masculine pride kicking in. “There’d be scars.”


  “Well, don’t you think I have those, too? What else do you think I’ve forgotten?”


  “Alien abduction?” I joke.


  “No, just a plain human one,” she says bitterly.


  “Would you like my childhood memories, instead? How about the one where my father leaves my mother for a month when he can’t stop gambling in Vegas? Or the one where she holds a kitchen knife up to him and tells him he will never, ever, bring his whore to her house again. Or maybe you’d like the one where she swallows all her Valium, and I get to call nine-one-one.” I stare at her. “Remembering misery is not all it’s cracked up to be.”


  Chagrined, she looks into her lap. “It’s hard to know what to trust, that’s all.”


  Her words make me run cold. “Delia, I need to tell you something.”


  “You used to be a girl before the operation?”


  “I’m being serious,” I say. “I knew that Eric was drinking again.”


  She draws back slowly. “What?”


  “I was there two days ago, and I found a bottle.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me?” Delia says, stung.


  “Why don’t any of us tell you anything?” I respond. “We love you.”


  My statement startles a hawk out of the blanket of the night; it takes to the sky with a cry. Delia turns my words over in her mind, and then glances up at me. “How is my book coming?” she asks quietly.


  “I haven’t worked on it,” I say, though my throat has gone narrow as the eye of a needle. “I’ve been busy.”


  “Maybe I could help you with it,” Delia suggests, and she kisses me again.


  She unspools in my arm, and although I understand she is trying to lose herself, I’ve been waiting too long for her to allow that to happen. I sink my fingers into her hair and unravel her ponytail; I tug at the buttons of the pajama top she arrived wearing. I sign my initials on the small of her back.


  When she starts to unbuckle my belt, I grab her wrist. We can’t go into the room where Sophie’s sleeping, so I haul her into the backseat of her rental car, parked two feet in front of us. It seems ridiculous, adolescent, and in a way, perfectly fitting. Our knees knock against the windows and our feet get in the way, and because it is Delia, we even laugh. When we are both lying sideways on the seat and she reaches into my boxers, so that the ridge of my erection meets the silk of her palm, I actually stop breathing. “I’m a natural redhead,” I say, my voice shaking.


  “That wasn’t what I was checking.”


  “Delia,” I ask, because even if she doesn’t know herself all that well, I’ve made a life study of it, “are you sure you want to do this?”


  “Are you sure you want me to think twice?” she answers, and then she lowers her mouth onto me.


  There is a tremendous tide in me I didn’t know I had; it pulls me by the blood to surge against her, to cry out when her fingernails rake the insides of my thighs. When I twist so that I’m braced above her, I wait for her to open her eyes, to know that this is me. I slide into the violet heat of her. I pick the rhythm between our pulses. We move as if we’ve been together forever, which, when you think about it, we have.


  Afterward, the moon rounds on the roof of the car like a lazy cat, and Delia dozes in my arms. I don’t let myself fall asleep; I’ve dreamed this enough already. This is how my story starts; this is how hers will end, if I have anything to say about it.


  An hour or so later, she stirs, stretching against the length of me. “Fitz?” Delia asks. “Have we ever done that before?”


  I glance down at her. “No.”


  “I didn’t think I’d forgotten,” she says, but she’s smiling against the curve of my neck.


  She falls asleep this time holding my hand, Eric’s diamond ring cutting into my palm like the wounds of Passion from the Crucifixion. I would do that for her, I realize. Die. Be reborn.


  Delia


  When we were kids, Fitz was unbeatable at Scrabble. It would drive Eric crazy, because he wasn’t used to being bested by Fitz in much of anything. But Fitz had an uncanny memory, and once he saw a word, he wouldn’t forget it. “There is no such word as linn,” Eric would argue, but sure enough, Webster’s defined it as a waterfall.


  Personally, I thought it was sort of amazing that anyone twelve years old would know that a pyx is a container for the Host during communion. But Eric wasn’t used to being second-best, so he commissioned me into teaching him the dictionary.


  We worked our way through the letters with the same incredible focus that Eric applied to anything, when he was inclined. I’d make up vocabulary tests for Eric, and quiz him when he ate dinner over at our house. “At the very least,” my father used to say, “you two are going to ace your SATs.”


  Three weeks after we’d taken on the English language, it rained on a Saturday. “Hey,” Fitz suggested, like usual. “Bet I can whip you in Scrabble.”


  Eric looked at me. “Huh,” he said. “What makes you think that?”


  “Um... the five hundred and seventy thousand other times I’ve kicked your ass?”


  Fitz knew. The moment Eric laid down the letters J-A-R-L and then casually mentioned that it was a term for a Scandinavian noble, Fitz’s eyes lit up. Our board was full of words like larum and girn and ghat and revet. Finally, when the score was almost tied, Eric set out valgus. Fitz started to laugh. “I don’t think so.”


  Triumphant, Eric passed him the dictionary. He waited until Fitz found the right page. “Turned abnormally outward. Twisted.”


  Fitz shook his head. “You got me, but you still lose.” And he set the word fungible on a triple word score, pulling into the lead.


  “What does it mean?” I asked.


  “It’s us,” Fitz said. “Look it up.”


  I did. I liked the word; it sounded like something you could punch into position, like a soft pillow, or hold on the roof of your mouth. I expected it to mean inseparable, brilliant, loyal—any of a hundred adjectives I could apply to us as a trio.


  Fungible, I read. Interchangeable.


  ***


  In the morning, while Sophie is still fast asleep, I shower in Fitz’s motel bathroom. He comes in as I am brushing my hair. Without saying a word, he takes the comb out of my hand and tilts my head back. He works through the knots first, and then makes long, sweeping strokes from the crown of my head to the ends. Our eyes meet in the mirror but neither of us speaks; we are afraid that whatever words we pick won’t be able to bear the weight of what’s happened.


  “Do you want me to come with you?” he asks.


  I shake my head, still attached by a rope of a loose ponytail to his fist. “I need you to take care of Sophie.”


  I have told him I need to talk to Eric; I just haven’t told him I’m stopping somewhere else, first.


  As I drive, I relive what it was like to sleep in Fitz’s arms last night. As much as I would like to credit this, too, to a memory lapse, I know it isn’t.


  I can’t blame Eric’s drinking, either.


  What I did was a mistake, because I am engaged to Eric.


  But what if that was the mistake?


  I met Fitz and Eric at the same time. We have all been friends for years. But what if the way I remember my relationships evolving with the two of them is different from the way it actually was? What if the things I’ve chosen to recall got twisted, somehow, during the re-creation?


  What if last night wasn’t wrong... but finally, remarkably, right?


  ***


  “I swear to you,” my mother says urgently, “Victor never would have done any of that.”


  We are sitting on her patio, under a mister meant to counteract the blistering heat. As the water sprays out of the tiny nozzle heads, it immediately evaporates. It makes me think of those first years of my life, the ones that disappeared before I ever had a chance to really see them.


  “You know what?” I say wearily. “I really don’t know who I’m supposed to believe anymore.”


  “How about yourself?” She shakes her head. “Did you ever think that maybe the reason you can’t remember any of... that... is because it never happened? I know I’m the last person you’d turn to for credibility, Delia, but your father... he wasn’t here. You used to follow Victor around in the backyard, helping him plant his gardens—you followed him like a puppy. You wouldn’t have done that if he’d been hurting you, would you?” She sighs. “Maybe your father thought he saw something, even though he didn’t. Maybe you said something one day that didn’t make sense to him. But maybe he was just jealous, because there was another man spending time with you, and he was afraid you’d found a replacement.”


  I realize, suddenly, that everyone is a liar. Memories are like a still life painted by ten different student artists: some will be blue-based; others red; some will be as stark as Picasso and others as rich as Rembrandt; some will be foreshortened and others distant. Recollections are in the eye of the beholder; no two held up side by side will ever quite match.


  In that moment, I want to be with Sophie. I want to take off our shoes and run through the red sand; I want to hang upside down from the monkey bars with her. I want to listen to the jokes she makes without punch lines; I want to feel her sidle closer to me when we come to a street crossing. I want to make new memories instead of search for old ones.


  “I have to go home,” I say abruptly. My mother gets to her feet, but I say I will let myself out. She hesitates, unsure, and then leans forward to kiss me good-bye on the cheek. We don’t quite connect.


  I head through the side gate and walk along the crushed stone path toward my car. I have just unlocked the door when a truck drives up. Victor steps out, and we stare at each other, palpably uncomfortable. “Delia,” he says. “I didn’t do what he said.”


  I look at him, then open my car door.


  “Wait.” He pulls off his baseball cap and holds it in front of him. “I never would have hurt you,” he says earnestly. “Elise couldn’t have children—I knew that—and it was a blessing that she already had one I could share. I know you can’t remember, but I can.”


  He is looking right at me with his solemn, dark eyes; his mouth trembles with his conviction. I try to imagine following him around as he plants, dropping small white stones in mounds around the cacti. I begin to hear, in my mind, the names of some of the flora and fauna in Spanish: el pito, el mapache, el cardo, la garra del Diablo—woodpecker, raccoon, thistle, Devil’s Claw.


  “You were like my daughter, grilla,” he says, uneasy in the silence. “And I loved you like a father, nothing more.”


  Grilla.


  I am watching him plant the lemon tree. I’ve gotten tired of dancing around it. I want to make lemonade, already. How long will it take? I ask him. A while, he answers. I sit down in front of it to watch. I’ll wait. He comes over and takes my hand. Come on, grilla, he says. If we’re going to sit here that long, we’d better get something to eat. He swings me up onto his shoulders. He clasps the backs of my legs, to steady me. His hands are butterflies on the insides of my thighs.


  With trembling fingers, I fumble for the latch of the car door. “Delia?” Victor asks. “Are you all right?”


  “That word: grilla,” I say, my voice coming out a faint whistle. “What does it mean?”


  “Grilla?” Victor repeats. “Cricket. It’s a... how do you say... term of endearment.”


  From a distance, I feel myself nod.


  ***


  It’s not a surprise to find Eric asleep; it is only nine in the morning. I find him on the bed inside the trailer, with the empty bottle beside him. He is naked, wrapped partly in a sheet.


  I reach down and pull it off him. He scrambles upright, wincing when the light falls into his bloodshot eyes. “Jesus Christ,” he murmurs. “What are you doing?”


  For a moment, it is three years ago, and this is one of the hundred times that I came into a room to find Eric after a night of drinking. Back then, I would have put on a pot of coffee and dragged him into the shower. Three years ago, I had a whole host of techniques for immediate sobriety. And yet none of them ever got him to react as quickly as the method I employ today. “Eric,” I announce, “I remember.”


  X
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  “Memory is the only way home.”


  —Terry Tempest Williams, as quoted in Listen to Their Voices, Chapter 10, by Mickey Pearlman (1993)


  Eric


  Memory has had a spotty record in the United States court system. For a while, recovered memory was all the rage—adults went to therapists, who planted seeds for trauma that didn’t really exist. Hundreds of people came out of the woodwork to accuse child-care workers of abuse and Satanism, and their recollections were allowed as evidence and treated as fact. In the mid-nineties, however, the tide began to turn. Judges steered clear of recovered memories, saying they weren’t valid unless they were supported by independent evidence.


  We happen to be twenty-eight years late for that.


  Still, it’s new evidence, and I’ll be damned if I’m not getting it in. Delia has given me a list of the memories, the ones that are coming fast and furious now that the wire has seemingly been tripped: the lemon tree, in its entirety. A pair of boxers Victor used to own with blue fish printed all over them. Having him sit on the edge of her bed and lift her nightgown to rub her back. Victor asking her to pull down her underwear and touch herself.


  I have to treat it the way I would any other evidence. If I think too hard about it, I want to kill someone.


  I send Emma flowers at the birthing center of the hospital. The card reads “Delia has started to remember the abuse. Consider this notice of my intention to bring these memories into the trial.” Two days later, she moves for a 702 hearing, to address the scientific reliability of the evidence.


  We are in the courtroom, but it’s a closed hearing, just the judge and the attorneys; no media or jury. Emma wears a maternity dress, but it’s pouchy and bunched at the stomach.


  Alison Rebbard, Emma’s expert witness, is a memory expert affiliated with a string of Ivy League universities. She has a thin face accented by pink, wire-rimmed glasses, and she’s used to sitting in a witness box. “Dr. Rebbard,” Emma asks, “how does memory work?”


  “The brain can’t remember everything,” she says. “It just doesn’t have the storage capacity. We forget most of what occurs, including events that were probably significant at the time. Now, the things that do stick... well, they aren’t like images on a videotape. Only minimal bits of information are recorded, and when we recall it, our mind automatically fleshes out the recollection by inventing details based on previous similar experiences. Memory is a reconstruction; it’s contaminated by mood and circumstance and a hundred other factors.”


  “So, a memory might change over time?”


  “It most likely will. But interestingly, it seems to retain its mutations. Distortions become part of the memory in subsequent recalls.”


  “Are some memories true, then, while some are false?” Emma asks.


  “Yes. And some are a mixture of books we’ve read or movies we’ve seen. One of my studies, for example, focused on children at a school that was attacked by a sniper. Even the kids who weren’t on school grounds at the time had a recollection of being there during the attack... a false memory that was probably inspired by the stories they heard from their friends and on the news.”


  “Dr. Rebbard,” Emma asks, “is there a general agreement about when a child is capable of retaining traumatic memories?”


  “Overall, we say that events that happen before age two won’t be remembered past childhood; and memories before the age of three are rare and unreliable. Most researchers believe that serious abuse after the age of four will be remembered into adulthood.”


  “Delia Hopkins has not been seeing a therapist, but has been experiencing recovered memories,” Emma explains. “Would that surprise you?”


  “Not given what you’ve told me about this case,” Dr. Rebbard says. “The preparation for this trial and the testimony itself would force her to relive hypothetical scenarios. She’s wondering why her father might have taken her; she’s wondering if there was something in her past that might have precipitated it. It’s impossible to tell whether she’s actually remembering these things or if she only wants to remember them. Either way would explain a period of her life she doesn’t understand, and would most likely vindicate her father’s behavior.”


  “I’d like to address the particular memories that Ms. Hopkins claims to have recovered,” Emma says, and I jump up.


  “Objection,” I say, “this hearing is only about admissibility, Your Honor. It would be premature to have the State’s expert judge the reliability of memories without hearing the actual testimony of the memories and how the witness experienced them.” Or in other words, you have to let my evidence in first.


  Judge Noble looks at me over his half-glasses. “Is Ms. Hopkins here to testify?”


  No, because she’s barely speaking to me.


  “Not today, Your Honor,” I say aloud.


  “Well, that’s your problem, son. We’re going to allow your offer of proof to stand as to what she might testify to in open court, and I’m going to allow Ms. Wasserstein to proceed.”


  Emma approaches the witness stand. “In the first alleged memory,” she says, “Ms. Hopkins remembers Mr. Vasquez wearing boxer shorts printed with blue fish. In the second alleged memory, Mr. Vasquez is coming into her bedroom at night and stroking her back. In the third, he asks her to remove her underpants and touch herself. Is this damning evidence, in your opinion?”


  “Often we’ll see a subject come to a therapist with a few disconnected traumatic images, sort of like bits of a black-and-white photo. These are what we’d call deteriorated memories.”


  “Isn’t it possible, Doctor, that Ms. Hopkins remembers seeing Mr. Vasquez in his boxers because, like every other child on the planet, she walked in on him in the bathroom?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “And what if the reason he was in her room at night was not to harm her, but to comfort her after a nightmare?”


  “Very plausible, as well,” Rebbard agrees.


  “And as for the third, what if there was a medical reason for the request—for example, if the child had a yeast infection and Mr. Vasquez wanted her to apply cream to the area?”


  “In that scenario,” Dr. Rebbard points out, “he’s going out of his way to not touch her. The point here is that we don’t have the whole memory, the whole story. Unfortunately, neither does Ms. Hopkins. She’s looking at a striped tail and screaming because it must be a tiger, when in actuality it might be a house cat.”


  ***


  I don’t have an expert witness; I couldn’t have afforded one even if I’d had the foresight to find one. Instead, I’ve spent the past two days poring over psychiatric texts and legal briefs, trying to find what I can to trap the State’s expert during cross-examination.


  I approach Dr. Rebbard with my hands in my trouser pockets. “Why would Delia want to make up a memory that’s so painful?”


  “Because the fringe benefit outweighs that,” the psychiatrist explains. “It becomes a hook for the jury to hang its hat on, and acquit her father.”


  “Repression is defined as the selective forgetting of materials that cause pain, isn’t that true?” I ask.


  “Yes.”


  “It’s not a voluntary act.”


  “No.”


  “Can you explain dissociation, Doctor?”


  She nods. “When a person is in a state of terror or pain, perceptions get altered. Attention is focused on the present moment, and surviving. When attention becomes that narrow, there can be great perceptual distortion, including desensitization from pain, time slowing down, and amnesia. Some psychiatrists believe that removing the anxiety can lead to remembering what happened,” she adds, “but I’m not one of them.”


  “Even though you don’t believe it, however, dissociative amnesia is a valid psychiatric condition, isn’t it?”


  “Yes.”


  “In fact, the DSM-IV, the bible of psychiatric diagnosis, even lists it.” I lean down to the defense table and read aloud. “ ‘Dissociative amnesia is characterized by an inability to recall important personal information, usually of a traumatic or stressful nature, that is too extensive to be explained by ordinary forgetfulness.’ That seems to describe Delia Hopkins, doesn’t it?”


  “Yes.”


  I continue reading. “ ‘It commonly presents as a retrospectively reported gap in recall for aspects of the individual’s life history.’ Again, that’s a bull’s-eye.”


  “Apparently.”


  “ ‘... in recent years, there has been an increase in reported cases of dissociative amnesia that involves previously forgotten early childhood traumas.’ Bingo.” I look up at her. “This manual only lists diagnoses that have come from years of empirical data and clinical observation, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “And it’s considered a conservative document?”


  “Yes.”


  “You use this manual professionally, don’t you?”


  “Yes, but as an analytic tool, not a legal one.” She tilts her head. “Do you know when the DSM-IV was written, Mr. Talcott?”


  I freeze and scan the front of the book. “Nineteen ninety-three?”


  “Right. Before the rise of repressed memory therapy led to hundreds of false convictions of sexual abuse.”


  Ouch. “How does a triggered memory differ from a recovered memory, Doctor?”


  “There’s a school of thought that says memories of traumatic moments are just as abnormal as the moments themselves, and don’t have the same associations that other memories do, which means they’re harder to bring front and center in the mind. But by the same reasoning, trauma-specific clues might be able to trip those memories.”


  “So a triggered memory isn’t planted, so to speak. It really does exist, and has just been waiting for the right time to break free.”


  “That’s right.”


  “Can you give an example?”


  “A subject might hear a gun go off in close proximity, and then suddenly remember a gunshot years ago that killed his father when he was standing next to him.”


  “Isn’t it true that this scenario is closer to the way Delia Hopkins has recovered her memories, Doctor?” The psychiatrist nods. “And isn’t it possible, Doctor, that there is a place memory can go, until it’s ready to come forward again—for whatever reason? That recovering a memory might not be a re-creation but... a search-and-rescue mission?”


  The words remind me, of course, of Delia. “I suppose so, Mr. Talcott.”


  I take a deep breath. “Nothing further.”


  ***


  Emma stands up again. “By the defense’s own reasoning, if Ms. Hopkins was recovering memories of traumatic childhood events when there was a trigger, such as courtroom testimony, wouldn’t it make sense that she’d react the same way to similar triggers?”


  “Theoretically,” Dr. Rebbard agrees.


  “Then why didn’t she have a barrage of recollections about her abduction?” Emma poses, as I object. “Nothing further.”


  I’m already approaching Dr. Rebbard again. “What if it wasn’t traumatic?” I ask.


  “I’m not sure I understand...”


  “What if, to Delia, the kidnapping wasn’t something frightening? What if she considered it a relief, a way out from the sexual abuse? In that case, Dr. Rebbard, a memory of the abduction wouldn’t have been triggered by her father’s testimony, right?”


  This time Dr. Rebbard gives me a full smile. “I suppose not, Counselor,” she says.


  ***


  Emma is showing me pictures of her son when the judge comes back with his ruling. “The issue here is whether we can forget events that took place,” Judge Noble says, “and if we can remember events that never took place. This topic, of course, is a highly charged one. No matter how I rule, and no matter what we say to the jury, we’re going to be dealing with a situation where the jurors are going to have a hard time separating their feelings from the events being discussed.” He looks at Emma. “The greatest tragedy of this trial would be to believe another lie from Andrew Hopkins. And as it stands, the evidence is not reliable enough to justify inclusion.”


  Then he turns to me. “I’m making a legal decision here, but I can’t make the emotional ones. I’m damn sure my decision isn’t going to make you very happy, son. But I want you to remember that even though I can rule out what happens from this point forward, I can’t take back what’s already been said. Maybe in New Hampshire those judges don’t tell it like it is, but here in Arizona, we do. And I want you to know, Mr. Talcott, you may think your case hinges on this evidence, but I expect you’re gonna do just fine without it.”


  He gets up and exits; Emma behind him. I sit for a few moments in the empty courtroom. If this were like old times, I would go home and tell Delia that I’d lost the hearing. I’d repeat, verbatim, what the judge had said, and I’d ask her to interpret it. We’d dissect my performance until she finally threw up her hands and said we were going nowhere with any of this.


  She will not be back tonight, I suppose. And we’re still going nowhere.


  Andrew


  Delia is the last person to enter the courtroom before the doors are shut. She is wearing a yellow dress and her dark hair is pulled back off her neck; it reminds me of a long, lovely sunflower. I have so much to say to her, but it is better done afterward, anyway; when I will likely have yet another reason to tell her I’m sorry.


  Beside me, Eric gets to his feet to address the jury. “You know what love is, ladies and gentlemen?” he asks. “It’s not doing whatever the person you care for expects of you. It’s doing what they don’t expect. It’s going above and beyond what you’ve been asked. That’s what Andrew Hopkins should be charged with, you know. That’s what he would plead guilty to, hands down.


  “The prosecutor is going to talk to you about obeying rules. She’s going to use words like ‘kidnapping.’ But there was no kidnapping here; there was no force. And as for rules, well, you know there are always exceptions. What you might not know, however, is that the same thing applies to the letter of the law.”


  Eric walks toward the jury. “The judge is going to tell you that if you find that Andrew had committed all the elements of kidnapping beyond a reasonable doubt, then you should convict him. Not that you have to... not that you’d like to... but that you should find him guilty. Why doesn’t the judge say that you must find him guilty? Because he can’t. You, as jurors, have the ultimate authority and power to convict or not to convict—no matter what.”


  “Objection!” Emma Wasserstein steams. “Bench!” The two lawyers approach the judge. “Your Honor, he’s telling the jury they can nullify the whole charge if they want to,” the prosecutor complains.


  “I know,” Judge Noble says evenly. “And there’s nothin’ I can do about it.”


  When Eric turns around, he’s stunned; I don’t think he expected to get away with this. He swallows and faces the jury again. “The law is very deliberate, and it chooses its words carefully. And sometimes, on purpose, it opens the door for that gap between rule and reason. You have a choice to make, ladies and gentlemen. Some choices are not made lightly. Not the ones Andrew made, not the ones the law makes, and, I hope, not your own.”


  ***


  Emma Wasserstein is so angry I expect to see sparks flying from her shoes. “Mr. Talcott has apparently been spending too much time with his client,” she tells the jury, “because he’s just lied to you. He told you this isn’t kidnapping, because there was no force involved. Well, nobody asked Bethany Matthews if she wanted to go. Maybe he didn’t tie her up with duct tape and throw her in the back of his van for the ride to New Hampshire, but he didn’t have to. He told a poor, innocent child her mother was dead. He told her that she had nobody but him. He did so much damage to this child in an effort to wrestle her out of her mother’s home that he might as well have bound and gagged her. This was emotional duct tape, and Andrew Hopkins was a master.”


  She turns to look at me. “But he didn’t just affect the life of one victim. This rash, selfish act claimed two—Bethany Matthews, and her mother, Elise, who spent twenty-eight years waiting to see the child who’d vanished. This rash, selfish act gave Andrew Hopkins everything—the child, full custody, and freedom from punishment... until now.”


  Emma moves toward the jury box. “For you to find Andrew Hopkins guilty of kidnapping, you must agree that he took a child without having the authority to do so, and that he did this with force. Andrew Hopkins himself even said on the stand that he had indeed kidnapped his daughter. You can’t get much clearer than that.


  “Yet, as Mr. Talcott said, rules don’t always fit. Mr. Talcott pointed out that the law says you should convict, if all these conditions are met, but that you don’t have to. Well, let me tell you why that’s not quite as simple as he’s making it out to be.” She walks over to Eric. “If we lived in a world where rules were trumped by emotions, then we’d be in a very uncomfortable place indeed. For example, I could do this”—without hesitation, Emma picks up Eric’s briefcase and moves it to her own table—“because I like it better than mine. And if I could convince you from an emotional standpoint that I have good reason to like it better than mine, then hey, you would be justified in saying I was allowed to steal that briefcase.”


  She walks back toward Eric and picks up his glass of water, drinks it down. “If we lived in Mr. Talcott’s world, I could come over here and drink his water, because I’m a nursing mother and I deserve it. But you know what? That kind of world would also be the place where rapists could do what they wanted because it was what they felt like at the time.” She approaches the jury again. “It would be the kind of world where if someone was overcome with rage, it would be okay to commit murder. And it would be the kind of world where, if someone could convince you it was really just an act of heroism, he could steal your child away from you for twenty-eight years.”


  She hesitates. “I don’t live in that world, ladies and gentlemen. And, I bet, neither do you.”


  ***


  While the jury is deliberating, Eric and I hole up in a tiny conference room. He orders corned beef sandwiches from a kosher deli and we chew in silence. “Thank you,” I say after a moment.


  He shrugs. “I was hungry, too.”


  “I meant for representing me.”


  Eric shakes his head. “Don’t thank me.”


  I take another bite; swallow. “I’m counting on you to take care of her.”


  He looks down at his hands, then sets down his sandwich. “Andrew,” Eric replies, “I think it might have to be the other way around.”


  ***


  We are called back for a verdict in less than three hours. As the jury shuffles in, I try to read their faces, but they are inscrutable, and none of them meet my eye. Is that a sign of pity? Or of guilt?


  “Will the defendant please rise?”


  I do not think I have ever been as aware of my age as I am in that moment. It is nearly impossible for me to stand; I find myself leaning against Eric even when I try to remain straight and brave. When I cannot bear it any longer, I turn my head and look for Delia in the gallery. I hold on to her face, a focal point while the rest of the world is going to pieces around me.


  “Have you reached a verdict?” the judge asks.


  A woman with tight red pincurls nods. “We have, Your Honor.”


  “What say you?”


  “In the case of The State of Arizona versus Andrew Hopkins, we find the defendant not guilty.”


  I am aware of Eric crowing with delight, of Chris Hamilton slapping us both on the back. I try to find enough air to breathe. And then Delia is there, with her arms around me and her face pressed into my chest. I hold tight and I think of something Eric said, just after his closing statement. It’s not a real defense, he murmured, but sometimes that’s all you’ve got.


  Sometimes it even works.


  There is a commotion as the reporters vie for Eric’s sound bite. Gradually, the crowd falls back to allow Emma Wasserstein passage. She shakes Eric’s hand, and Chris’s, and then leans forward to give Eric’s briefcase back to him. But as she does, she comes close enough to whisper to me. “Mr. Hopkins,” she says, a truth meant only for me, “I would have done it, too.”


  Fitz


  I am trying to find a back exit that we might use to escape when Delia appears and throws herself into my arms. I’m still not used to that; immediately every conscious thought or rational plan flies out of my head while I just enjoy the feel of her. “Congratulations,” I say into her hair.


  “I want to tell Sophie,” she announces. “I want to tell her and then I want to drive straight to the airport and get on the first plane to New Hampshire.”


  And what happens then? Delia, so happy about the verdict, hasn’t even touched down close enough to ground to remember all that’s been left behind. It’s nice to know that the atomic bomb missed your house, but you will be cleaning up the rubble for some time before your front path is clear.


  As it turns out, I don’t want to write the story of her life. I want a series.


  “Stop thinking,” Delia says, the same advice I once gave to her. She sweeps forward and, jubilant, kisses me, which is just when Eric turns the corner.


  She can’t see him; I’m the one facing the opposite end of the hall. But she breaks away from me when she hears his voice. “Oh,” he says quietly. “It’s like that.” He looks at me, and then at Delia. “I was trying to find you,” he murmurs. “I was...” He shakes his head and turns around.


  “Stay here,” I tell Delia, and I hurry after Eric. “Wait up.”


  He stops walking, but he doesn’t turn around.


  “Can I talk to you?”


  Eric hesitates, but then he slides down the wall to sit on the floor. I sit down beside him. In spite of my facility with language, I can’t think of a single word to say to make this better.


  “Let me guess,” Eric says. “You never meant for it to happen.”


  “Hell, yes, I did. I’ve wanted her since you two started dating.”


  Surprised, Eric blinks at me, and then even laughs a little. “I know.”


  “You did?”


  “For God’s sake, you’re about as subtle as Hiroshima, Fitz.” He sighs. “At least I didn’t lose the girl and the case.”


  I look down at the floor. “Incidentally, I never meant for it to happen.”


  “I should beat the crap out of you.”


  “You can try.”


  “Yeah,” Eric says quietly. “I just might do that.” Then he glances up at me. “If I can’t take care of her myself, there’s no one else I’d want to take my place.” He hesitates, and when he speaks a moment later, his voice is heavy with hope. “I’m going to clean up,” he vows. “This time for good.”


  “I want you to,” I tell him. “I’d like that.”


  Eric will be with us—maybe not as often, maybe not even in the same neighborhood, maybe not for a while. But we are three; none of us would have it any other way.


  He smiles, his hair falling over his brow. “Be careful what you wish for,” Eric says. “I’ve learned my fair share about abduction.”


  We sit for a few more moments, although there’s really nothing left to say. This is new to me, too, an entire conversation that takes place in silence, because the heart has its own language. I will remember what Eric says even though he doesn’t say a word. I will tell it to her.


  Delia


  There is one other person who hangs back in the courtroom, unwilling to face the storm of media that is waiting on the other side of the doors. My mother waits at the end of the aisle, her hands clasped in front of her. “Delia,” she says. “I’m happy for you.”


  I stand a foot away from her, wondering what I am supposed to say.


  “I guess you’ll be going back home, then.” She smiles a little. “I hope we can stay in touch. Maybe you’ll come back for a visit. You’re always welcome to stay with us.”


  Us. At the mention of Victor, something shuts down inside of me. Eric says that we can try to press charges against Victor if the statute of limitations hasn’t run out yet, that this would be a whole new trial. As much as I want him to pay, there is a part of me that wants to just put it behind me. But even more, I want my mother to believe me. I want her, for once, to take my side instead of her own.


  “He hurt me,” I say baldly. “I did remember. But you don’t... so it couldn’t have happened, right?”


  She shakes her head. “That’s not—”


  “True?” I finish, the word bitter on my tongue before I swallow it. “I wanted you to be my mother. I wanted one so badly.”


  “I am your mother.”


  I think of what would happen if someone, anyone, touched Sophie. It wouldn’t matter who it was—Victor, the man in the moon, Eric—I’d kill him. An icicle through the heart, a car filled with carbon monoxide. He would not take another breath if he touched my daughter; I’d find a way to hurt him that didn’t show, just like he’d done to her.


  And if Sophie was the one who came to tell me about it, I’d listen.


  In this way, I am different from my mother. And for that, I’m incredibly grateful.


  When I look up at her, I don’t feel regret or sadness or even pain inside; I just feel numb. “I wish I could tell you that I know you did the best you could,” I say softly, “but I can’t.”


  As a child, what I was missing was so much bigger to me than what I had. My mother—mythic, imaginary—was a deity and a superhero and a comfort all at once. If only I’d had her, surely, she would have been the answer to every problem; if only I’d had her, she would have been the cure for everything that ever had gone wrong in my life. It has taken me twenty-eight years to be able to admit that I’m glad I did not know my mother until now. Not because, as my father suspected, she would ruin my life, but because this way, I did not have to bear witness as she ruined hers.


  My mother’s sorrow is so powerful, it cracks the clay tile beneath her feet; it makes the water in the fountain behind us overflow. “Delia,” she says, as her eyes fill with tears. “I’m trying.”


  “Me, too.” I reach for her hand: a compromise, a good-bye. Maybe this is as good as it gets.


  ***


  Eric and I sit in the anteroom of the Madison Street Jail while we wait for my father’s paperwork to be completed. I am careful to keep an inch of space between us, even when we are cramped tight by others. It shifts with us, and keeps me from brushing up against him. Once that happens, I will not be able to keep myself from falling apart.


  We watch a parade of felons: prostitutes who try to come on to the detention officers; gang members bleeding from open wounds; drunks who sleep in the corners and sometimes cry in their sleep. “You know,” he says, after a few minutes, “I might just stay here for a while.”


  “In jail?”


  “In Arizona. It’s not so bad, really. And I’ve got at least one judge who likes me.” He shrugs. “Chris Hamilton offered me a job.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. Right after he chewed me out for not telling him I’m an alcoholic.”


  I stare down at my hands. “That’s not why I did it, you know.”


  “That’s exactly why you did it,” he corrects. “And that’s why I love you.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a piece of paper with an address scrawled across it. “This is the closest AA meeting. I’m going there tonight.”


  My eyes fill again. “I love you, too,” I say. “But I can’t carry your baggage.”


  “I know, Dee.”


  “I’m not sure what I want right now.”


  “I know that, too,” Eric says.


  I wipe my eyes. “What am I supposed to tell Sophie?”


  “That I said this was the best thing for her mother.” He takes my hand and traces his thumb across my knuckles. “For God’s sake, if I learned anything during this damn trial it’s that the only way someone can leave you is if you let them. And I’m not doing that, Dee. It may look like that today, or tomorrow, or even a month from now, but one day you’re going to wake up and see that this whole time you’ve been gone, you’ve only been headed back to where you started. And I’ll be there, waiting.” He leans forward and kisses me once, feather-light, on the lips. “It’s not like I’m not letting you go,” he murmurs. “I’m just trusting you enough to come back.”


  When he stands, he is tall enough to block the line of the sun. He is all I see, for a moment, when he walks out the door.


  ***


  We leave the jail and head onto the highway. But instead of going back to Fitz and Sophie, I pull off at the first exit and veer to the side of the road in a cloud of dust. For the first time I allow myself to look at my father, really look at him, since this trial has begun.


  The bruises on his face are healing, but his nose is never going to be straight again. His hair is still tufted and spotty from the shave. He sits with his arms crossed tight, as if he doesn’t quite know what to do with all the space in the front seat, and even when the grit gets unbearable, he will not roll up his window.


  “You probably have some questions for me,” he says.


  I look away, over the flat of the desert. There are wild boar out there, and coyote, and snakes. There are a thousand dangers. You can trip on a garden hose and wind up in a coma; you can eat a bad mushroom and die. Safety is never absolute, no matter what precautions you take. “You should have told me about Victor.”


  He is quiet for a full minute, and then he rubs his hand over his jaw. “I would have,” he says. “But I honestly didn’t know whether it was true.”


  My mouth drops open and I cannot move, cannot breathe. “What?”


  “I didn’t have any proof, just... a feeling. I couldn’t risk leaving you there with him, but I also couldn’t take a hunch to the cops.”


  “What about what you saw through the window?”


  He shakes his head. “I don’t know if I really did see that, Delia, or if I just convinced myself I did, over the years. The more time that passed, the more I wondered if I’d jumped to the wrong conclusions. And I needed to think I hadn’t, because that way I could justify running away with you.” He closes his eyes. “It turns out that if you want something to be true badly enough, you can rewrite it that way, in your head. You can even start to believe it.”


  “You lied on the witness stand?” I manage.


  “It just... came out. And when it did—even when I realized that it could be the thing that saved me—I felt awful. But then I thought maybe you’d forgive me,” he says. “I’d spent almost thirty years being someone I wasn’t, for you. So maybe you wouldn’t mind spending a week being someone you weren’t, for me.”


  I do not tell my father about the memories I’ve had of Victor; memories that were never heard in that courtroom; memories that would validate his intuition from so long ago. I don’t think about what I know, and what I’ve painted over in my mind. There isn’t one truth, there are dozens. The challenge is getting everyone to agree on one version.


  So I ask the only question, really, that’s left. “Then why did you take me?”


  My father looks at me. “Because,” he says simply, “you asked.”


  I am sitting in the front seat of the car, with my toes up on the dashboard. I close my eyes so the ribbon road in front of us vanishes, and I pretend it would be this easy to disappear. Please Daddy, I say. Don’t take me home yet.


  When I open my eyes, it has started to rain. Fingers drum on the roof, and I roll up the windows of the car. What if it turns out that a life isn’t defined by who you belong to or where you came from, by what you wished for or whom you’ve lost, but instead by the moments you spend getting from each of these places to the next?


  I glance at my father and ask him the question he asked me exactly a lifetime ago. “Where would you go, if you could go anywhere?”


  His smile lights me. I drive east, toward Sophie, toward home. I follow a procession of telephone poles that stand with their arms outstretched, marching toward the horizon line. They keep going, you know. Even when you can’t see where they’re headed.
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  Questions & Topics for Discussion


  1. When Delia learns she was kidnapped as a child, her choice of profession takes on a new significance. What motivated Delia to pursue a career in search-and-rescue? Does she view it differently once she knows about her past?


  2. Delia says that as children she, Fitz, and Eric each had their roles: “Fitz was the dreamer; I was the practical tactician. Eric, on the other hand, was the front man: the one who could charm adults or other kids with equal ease.” Have they continued these roles into adulthood? How so? Is each one comfortable in his or her role, or is there a longing to be something different?


  3. In one instance Eric muses that “there are people in this world who have done worse things than Andrew Hopkins.” What is your opinion of what Andrew did—taking Delia away from her mother and creating a new life for the two of them? From a legal standpoint, is he guilty of a crime? How about from a moral standpoint?


  4. Andrew himself says, “Does it really matter why I did it? By now, you’ve already formed your impression. You believe that an act committed a lifetime ago defines a man, or you believe that a person’s past has nothing to do with his future.” A person cannot change his or her past actions, but can they make up for the hurt they’ve caused by helping others? Does the good that Andrew has done for the town of Wexton and for the senior citizens in his care—not to mention the happy childhood he gave Delia—make up for or excuse his taking his daughter? What do you make of Elise’s remark to Andrew that Delia “turned out absolutely perfect”?


  5. Eric believes that he does not have “the experience or the wits or the confidence” to represent Andrew. Why then does he agree to take on the case? Why does he continue to act as Andrew’s attorney even when it causes tension between him and Delia?


  6. In one instance Delia says to Fitz about meeting her mother for the first time, “I want this to be perfect. I want her to be perfect. But what if she’s not? What if I’m not?” How does the reality measure up when she finally meets her mother? What kind of understanding do Delia and Elise come to? Why does Elise give Delia the “spell”—is it to help Andrew or her daughter?


  7. Delia believes “it takes two people to make a lie work: the person who tells it, and the one who believes it.” How do the characters in the novel, including Delia herself, prove this to be true?


  8. During the trial, Eric tells the court he is an alcoholic. What does the exchange between Eric and Delia while he is questioning her on the witness stand reveal about their relationship? Do they view each other differently after this exchange? As two people who love alcoholics, how does Delia’s treatment of Eric differ from Andrew’s treatment of Elise? Whose actions and reactions, given their partner’s disease, do you support?


  9. Eric says to Andrew, “Everyone deserves a second chance.” How does the idea of second chances play out in Vanishing Acts? Are there any characters who deserve a second chance and don’t get one? And conversely, are there any characters who do get a second chance—and squander it?


  10. Elise tells Delia, “If you had grown up with me, this is one of the things I would have tried to teach you: marry a man who loves you more than you love him. Because I have done both now, and when it is the other way around, there is no spell in the world that can even out the balance.” Discuss this in terms of Delia’s relationships with both Eric and Fitz. Which man do you think Delia should be with, and why?


  11. Both Delia and Sophie quickly develop a close relationship with Ruthann. When Ruthann commits suicide, Delia is there to witness it. Why does she not try to stop Ruthann? What does Delia come to realize about herself from this experience?


  12. Many of the chapters told from Andrew’s point of view occur while he is in prison, “where everyone reinvents himself.” What do these scenes, which depict in graphic detail the harsh realities of life behind bars, reveal about Andrew? What do they add to the overall storyline?


  13. Right versus wrong is a dominant theme in Vanishing Acts—whether Andrew was right or wrong to kidnap Delia, whether Eric is right or wrong to hide his continued drinking from Delia, whether Delia is right or wrong not to stop Ruthann. How do the multiple perspectives in the story blur these lines and show how two people can view the same situation completely differently? Were there any instances where you changed your mind about something in the story after reading a different character’s viewpoint?


  14. Fitz tells Delia, “I think you’re angry at yourself, for not being smart enough to figure this out all on your own.... If you don’t want someone to change your life for you again, Dee, you’ve got to change it yourself.” How do Fitz’s words make Delia see her circumstances differently?


  15. Ruthann introduces Delia to the Hopi creation myth, which suggests that humans have outgrown the world four times already, and are about to inhabit a fifth. Do most people outgrow their origins? Is reinvention part of the human experience? How do each of the characters’ actions support or disprove this?


  16. At one point, we learn that Fitz has not been writing about Andrew’s trial, but about Delia. In fact, when he reads the first few pages to her, we can recognize them as the first few pages of this book. How does this affect the story you read? Is Fitz a reliable narrator?


  17. Much is made of the nature of memory—whether it is stored physically, whether it can be conjured at will, whether it can be organically triggered or planted. Ultimately, do you believe Delia’s recovered memories at the end of the book? Why or why not?


  18. How are each of the main characters—Delia, Fitz, Eric, Andrew, and Elise—most changed by the events that take place? Where do you envision the characters five years from now?
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  PROLOGUE


  December 23, 2005


  This is how it feels when you realize your child is missing: The pit of your stomach freezes fast, while your legs go to jelly. There’s one single, blue-bass thud of your heart. The shape of her name, sharp as metal filings, gets caught between your teeth even as you try to force it out in a shout. Fear breathes like a monster into your ear: Where did I see her last? Would she have wandered away? Who could have taken her? And then, finally, your throat seals shut, as you swallow the fact that you’ve made a mistake you will never be able to fix.


  The first time it happened to Daniel Stone, a decade ago, he had been visiting Boston. His wife was at a colloquium at Harvard; that was a good enough reason to take a family vacation. While Laura sat on her panel, Daniel pushed Trixie’s stroller the cobbled length of the Freedom Trail. They fed the ducks in the Public Garden; they watched the sloe-eyed sea turtles doing water ballet at the aquarium. After that, when Trixie announced that she was hungry, Daniel headed toward Faneuil Hall and its endless food court.


  That particular April day was the first one warm enough for New Englanders to unzip their jackets, to remember that there was any season other than winter. In addition to the centipedes of school groups and the shutter-happy tourists, it seemed that the whole of the financial district had bled out, men Daniel’s age in suits and ties, who smelled of aftershave and envy. They sat with their gyros and chowder and corned beef on rye on the benches near the statue of Red Auerbach. They sneaked sideways glances at Daniel.


  He was used to this—it was unusual for a father to be the primary caretaker of his four-year-old daughter. Women who saw him with Trixie assumed that his wife had died, or that he was newly divorced. Men who saw him quickly looked the other way, embarrassed on his behalf. And yet Daniel would not have traded his setup for the world. He enjoyed molding his job around Trixie’s schedule. He liked her questions: Did dogs know they were naked? Is adult supervision a power grown-ups use to fight bad guys? He loved the fact that when Trixie was spacing out in her car seat and wanted attention, she always started with “Dad...?” even if Laura happened to be driving the car.


  “What do you want for lunch?” Daniel asked Trixie that day in Boston. “Pizza? Soup? A burger?”


  She stared up at him from her stroller, a miniature of her mother with the same blue eyes and strawberry hair, and nodded yes to all three. Daniel had hefted the stroller up the steps to the central food court, the scent of the salted ocean air giving way to grease and onions and stir-fry. He would get Trixie a burger and fries, he decided, and for himself, he’d buy a fisherman’s platter at another kiosk. He stood in line at the grill, the stroller jutting out like a stone that altered the flow of human traffic. “A cheeseburger,” Daniel yelled out to a cook he hoped was listening. When he was handed the paper plate he juggled his wallet free so that he could pay and then decided that it wasn’t worth a second tour of duty just to get himself lunch, too. He and Trixie could share.


  Daniel maneuvered the stroller into the stream of people again, waiting to be spit out into the cupola. After a few minutes, an elderly man sitting at a long table shuffled his trash together and left. Daniel set down the burger and turned the stroller so that he could feed Trixie—but the child inside was a dark-haired, dark-skinned infant who burst into tears when he saw the stranger in front of him.


  Daniel’s first thought: Why was this baby in Trixie’s stroller? His second: Was this Trixie’s stroller? Yes, it was yellow and blue with a tiny repeating bear print. Yes, there was a carrying basket underneath. But Graco must have sold millions of these, thousands alone in the Northeast. Now, at closer inspection, Daniel realized that this particular stroller had a plastic activity bar attached on the front. Trixie’s ratty security blanket was not folded up in the bottom, just in case of crisis.


  Such as now.


  Daniel looked down at the baby again, the baby that was not his, and immediately grabbed the stroller and starting running to the grill. Standing there, with a cabbage-cheeked Boston cop, was a hysterical mother whose sights homed in on the stroller Daniel was using to part the crowd like the Red Sea. She ran the last ten feet and yanked her baby out of the safety restraint and into her arms while Daniel tried to explain, but all that came out of his mouth was, “Where is she?” He thought, hysterical, of the fact that this was an open-air market, that there was no way to seal the entrance or even make a general public announcement, that by now five minutes had passed and his daughter could be with the psychopath who stole her on the T heading to the farthest outskirts of the Boston suburbs.


  Then he noticed the stroller—his stroller—kicked over onto its side, the safety belt undone. Trixie had gotten proficient at this just last week. It had gotten comical—they would be out walking and suddenly she was standing up in the fabric hammock, facing Daniel, grinning at her own clever expertise. Had she freed herself to come looking for him? Or had someone, seeing a golden opportunity for abduction, done it for her?


  In the moments afterward, there were tracts of time that Daniel couldn’t remember even to this day. For example, how long it took the swarm of police that converged on Faneuil Hall to do a search. Or the way other mothers pulled their own children close to their side as he passed, certain bad luck was contagious. The detective’s hammered questions, a quiz of good parenting: How tall is Trixie? What does she weigh? What was she wearing? Have you ever talked to her about strangers? This last one, Daniel couldn’t answer. Had he, or had he just been planning to? Would Trixie know to scream, to run away? Would she be loud enough, fast enough?


  The police wanted him to sit down, so that they’d know where to find him if necessary. Daniel nodded and promised, and then was on his feet the moment their backs were turned. He searched behind each of the food kiosks in the central court. He looked under the tables in the cupola. He burst into the women’s bathroom, crying Trixie’s name. He checked beneath the ruffled skirts of the pushcarts that sold rhinestone earrings, moose socks, your name written on a grain of rice. Then he ran outside.


  The courtyard was full of people who didn’t know that just twenty feet away from them the world had been overturned. Oblivious, they shopped and milled and laughed as Daniel stumbled past them. The corporate lunch hour had ended, and many of the businessmen were gone. Pigeons pecked at the crumbs they’d left behind, caught between the cobblestones. And huddled beside the seated bronze of Red Auerbach, sucking her thumb, was Trixie.


  Until Daniel saw her, he didn’t truly realize how much of himself had been carved away by her absence. He felt—ironically—the same symptoms that had come the moment he knew she was missing: the shaking legs, the loss of speech, the utter immobility. “Trixie,” he said finally, then she was in his arms, thirty pounds of sweet relief.


  Now—ten years later—Daniel had again mistaken his daughter for someone she wasn’t. Except this time, she was no longer a four-year-old in a stroller. This time, she had been gone much longer than twenty-four minutes. And she had left him, instead of the other way around.


  Forcing his mind back to the present, Daniel cut the throttle of the snow machine as he came to a fork in the path. Immediately the storm whipped into a funnel—he couldn’t see two feet in front of himself, and when he took the time to look behind, his tracks had already been filled, a seamless stretch. The Yup’ik Eskimos had a word for this kind of snow, the kind that bit at the back of your eyes and landed like a hail of arrows on your bare skin: pirrelvag. The term rose in Daniel’s throat, as startling as a second moon, proof that he had been here before, no matter how good a job he’d done of convincing himself otherwise.


  He squinted—it was nine o’clock in the morning, but in December in Alaska, there wasn’t much sunlight. His breath hung before him like lace. For a moment, through the curtain of snow, he thought he could see the bright flash of her hair—a fox’s tail peeking from a snug woolen cap—but as quickly as he saw it, it was gone.


  The Yupiit also had a word for the moments when it was so cold that a mug of water thrown into the air would harden like glass before it ever hit the frozen ground: cikuq’erluni. One wrong move, Daniel thought, and everything will go to pieces around me. So he closed his eyes, gunned the machine, and let instinct take over. Almost immediately, the voices of elders he used to know came back to him—spruce needles stick out sharper on the north side of trees; shallow sandbars make the ice buckle—hints about how to find yourself, when the world changed around you.


  He suddenly thought back to the way, at Faneuil Hall, Trixie had melted against him when they were reunited. Her chin had notched just behind his shoulder, her body went boneless with faith. In spite of what he’d done, she’d still trusted him to keep her safe, to bring her home. In hindsight, Daniel could see that the real mistake he’d made that day hadn’t been turning his back momentarily. It had been believing that you could lose someone you loved in an instant, when in reality it was a process that took months, years, her lifetime.


  •••


  It was the kind of cold that made your eyelashes freeze the minute you walked outside and the insides of your nostrils feel like shattered glass. It was the kind of cold that went through you as if you were no more than a mesh screen. Trixie Stone shivered on the frozen riverbank beneath the school building that was checkpoint headquarters in Tuluksak, sixty miles from the spot where her father’s borrowed snow machine was carving a signature across the tundra, and tried to think up reasons to stay right where she was.


  Unfortunately, there were more reasons—better reasons—to leave. First and foremost, it was a mistake to stay in one place too long. Second, sooner or later, people were going to figure out that she wasn’t who they thought she was, especially if she kept screwing up every task they gave her. But then again, how was she supposed to know that all the mushers were entitled to complimentary straw for their sled dogs at several points during the K300 racecourse, including here in Tuluksak? Or that you could take a musher to the spot where food and water was stored... but you weren’t allowed to help feed the dogs? After those two fiascos, Trixie was demoted to babysitting the dogs that were dropped from a team, until the bush pilots arrived to transport them back to Bethel.


  So far the only dropped dog was a husky named Juno. Frostbite—that was the official reason given by the musher. The dog had one brown eye and one blue eye, and he stared at Trixie with an expression that spoke of being misunderstood.


  In the past hour, Trixie had managed to sneak Juno an extra handful of kibble and a couple of biscuits, stolen from the vet’s supply. She wondered if she could buy Juno from the musher with some of the money left over in the stolen wallet. She thought maybe it would be easier to keep running if she had someone else to confide in, someone who couldn’t possibly tell on her.


  She wondered what Zephyr and Moss and anyone else back home in the other Bethel—Bethel, Maine—would say if they saw her sitting in a snowbank and eating salmon jerky and listening for the crazy fugue of barking that preceded the arrival of a dog team. Probably, they would think she had lost her mind. They’d say, Who are you, and what have you done with Trixie Stone? The thing is, she wanted to ask the same question.


  She wanted to crawl into her favorite flannel pajamas, the ones that had been washed so often they were as soft as the skin of a rose. She wanted to open up the refrigerator and not be able to find anything on its stocked shelves worth eating. She wanted to get sick of a song on the radio and smell her father’s shampoo and trip over the curly edge of the rug in the hallway. She wanted to go back—not just to Maine, but to early September.


  Trixie could feel tears rising in her throat like the watermarks on the Portland dock, and she was afraid someone would notice. So she lay down on the matted straw, her nose nearly touching Juno’s. “You know,” she whispered, “I got left behind once, too.”


  Her father didn’t think she remembered what had happened that day in Faneuil Hall, but she did—bits and pieces cropped up at the strangest times. Like when they went to the beach in the summer and she smelled the ocean: It suddenly got harder to breathe. Or how at hockey games and movie theaters and other places where she got mixed up in a crowd, she sometimes felt sick to her stomach. Trixie remembered, too, that they had abandoned the stroller at Faneuil Hall—her father simply carried her back in his arms. Even after they returned from vacation and bought a new stroller, Trixie had refused to ride in it.


  Here’s what she didn’t remember about that day: the getting-lost part. Trixie could not recall unbuckling the safety harness or pushing through the shifting sea of legs to the doors that led outside. Then, she saw the man who looked like he might be her father but who actually turned out to be a statue sitting down. Trixie had walked to the bench and climbed up beside him only to realize that his metal skin was warm, because the sun had been beating down on it all day. She’d curled up against the statue, wishing with every shaky breath that she would be found.


  This time around, that’s what scared her most.
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  1


  Laura Stone knew exactly how to go to hell.


  She could map out its geography on napkins at departmental cocktail parties; she was able to recite all of the passageways and rivers and folds by heart; she was on a first-name basis with its sinners. As one of the top Dante scholars in the country, she taught a course in this very subject and had done so every year since being tenured at Monroe College. English 364 was also listed in the course handbook as Burn Baby Burn (or: What the Devil is the Inferno?), and it was one of the most popular courses on campus in the second trimester even though Dante’s epic poem the Divine Comedy wasn’t funny at all. Like her husband Daniel’s artwork, which was neither comic nor a book, the Inferno covered every genre of pop culture: romance, horror, mystery, crime. And like all of the best stories, it had at its center an ordinary, everyday hero who simply didn’t know how he’d ever become one.


  She stared at the students packing the rows in the utterly silent lecture hall. “Don’t move,” she instructed. “Not even a twitch.” Beside her, on the podium, an egg timer ticked away one full minute. She hid a smile as she watched the undergrads, all of whom suddenly had gotten the urge to sneeze or scratch their heads or wriggle.


  Of the three parts of Dante’s masterpiece, the Inferno was Laura’s favorite to teach—who better to think about the nature of actions and their consequences than teenagers? The story was simple: Over the course of three days—Good Friday to Easter Sunday—Dante trekked through the nine levels of hell, each filled with sinners worse than the next, until finally he came through the other side. The poem was full of ranting and weeping and demons, of fighting lovers and traitors eating the brains of their victims—in other words, graphic enough to hold the interest of today’s college students... and to provide a distraction from her real life.


  The egg timer buzzed, and the entire class exhaled in unison. “Well?” Laura asked. “How did that feel?”


  “Endless,” a student called out.


  “Anyone want to guess how long I timed you for?”


  There was speculation: Two minutes. Five.


  “Try sixty seconds,” Laura said. “Now imagine being frozen from the waist down in a lake of ice for eternity. Imagine that the slightest movement would freeze the tears on your face and the water surrounding you. God, according to Dante, was all about motion and energy, so the ultimate punishment for Lucifer is to not be able to move at all. At the very bottom of hell, there’s no fire, no brimstone, just the utter inability to take action.” She cast her gaze across the sea of faces. “Is Dante right? After all, this is the very bottom of the barrel of hell, and the devil’s the worst of the lot. Is taking away your ability to do whatever you want, whenever you want, the very worst punishment you can imagine?”


  And that, in a nutshell, was why Laura loved Dante’s Inferno. Sure, it could be seen as a study of religion or politics. Certainly it was a narrative of redemption. But when you stripped it down, it was also the story of a guy in the throes of a midlife crisis, a guy who was reevaluating the choices he’d made along the way.


  Not unlike Laura herself.


  •••


  As Daniel Stone waited in the long queue of cars pulling up to the high school, he glanced at the stranger in the seat beside him and tried to remember when she used to be his daughter.


  “Traffic’s bad today,” he said to Trixie, just to fill up the space between them.


  Trixie didn’t respond. She fiddled with the radio, running through a symphony of static and song bites before punching it off entirely. Her red hair fell like a gash over her shoulder; her hands were burrowed in the sleeves of her North Face jacket. She turned to stare out the window, lost in a thousand thoughts, not a single one of which Daniel could guess.


  These days it seemed like the words between them were there only to outline the silences. Daniel understood better than anyone else that, in the blink of an eye, you might reinvent yourself. He understood that the person you were yesterday might not be the person you are tomorrow. But this time, he was the one who wanted to hold on to what he had, instead of letting go.


  “Dad,” she said, and she flicked her eyes ahead, where the car in front of them was moving forward.


  It was a complete cliché, but Daniel had assumed that the traditional distance that came between teenagers and their parents would pass by him and Trixie. They had a different relationship, after all, closer than most daughters and their fathers, simply because he was the one she came home to every day. He had done his due diligence in her bathroom medicine cabinet and her desk drawers and underneath her mattress—there were no drugs, no accordion-pleated condoms. Trixie was just growing away from him, and somehow that was even worse.


  For years she had floated into the house on the wings of her own stories: how the butterfly they were hatching in class had one of its antennae torn off by a boy who wasn’t gentle; how the school lunch that day had been pizza when the notice said it was going to be chicken chow mein and how if she’d known that, she would have bought instead of bringing her own; how the letter I in cursive is nothing like you’d think. There had been so many easy words between them that Daniel was guilty of nodding every now and then and tuning out the excess. He hadn’t known, at the time, that he should have been hoarding these, like bits of sea glass hidden in the pocket of his winter coat to remind him that once it had been summer.


  This September—and here was another cliché—Trixie had gotten a boyfriend. Daniel had had his share of fantasies: how he’d be casually cleaning a pistol when she was picked up for her first date; how he’d buy a chastity belt on the Internet. In none of those scenarios, though, had he ever really considered how the sight of a boy with his proprietary hand around his daughter’s waist might make him want to run until his lungs burst. And in none of these scenarios had he seen Trixie’s face fill with light when the boy came to the door, the same way she’d once looked at Daniel. Overnight, the little girl who vamped for his home videos now moved like a vixen when she wasn’t even trying. Overnight, his daughter’s actions and habits stopped being cute and started being something terrifying.


  His wife reminded him that the tighter he kept Trixie on a leash, the more she’d fight the choke hold. After all, Laura pointed out, rebelling against the system was what made her start dating Daniel. So when Trixie and Jason went out to a movie, Daniel forced himself to wish her a good time. When she escaped to her room to talk to her boyfriend privately on the phone, he did not hover at the door. He gave her breathing space, and somehow, that had become an immeasurable distance.


  “Hello?!” Trixie said, snapping Daniel out of his reverie. The cars in front of them had pulled away, and the crossing guard was furiously miming to get Daniel to drive up.


  “Well,” he said. “Finally.”


  Trixie pulled at the door handle. “Can you let me out?”


  Daniel fumbled with the power locks. “I’ll see you at three.”


  “I don’t need to be picked up.”


  Daniel tried to paste a wide smile on his face. “Jason driving you home?”


  Trixie gathered together her backpack and jacket. “Yeah,” she said. “Jason.” She slammed the truck door and blended into the mass of teenagers funneling toward the front door of the high school.


  “Trixie!” Daniel called out the window, so loud that several other kids turned around with her. Trixie’s hand was clenched into a fist against her chest, as if she were holding tight to a secret. She looked at him, waiting.


  There was a game they had played when Trixie was little, and would pore over the comic book collections he kept in his studio for research when he was drawing. Best transportation? she’d challenge, and Daniel would say the Batmobile. No way, Trixie had said. Wonder Woman’s invisible plane.


  Best costume?


  Wolverine, Daniel said, but Trixie voted for the Dark Phoenix.


  Now he leaned toward her. “Best superpower?” he asked.


  It had been the only answer they agreed upon: flight. But this time, Trixie looked at him as if he were crazy to be bringing up a stupid game from a thousand years ago. “I’m going to be late,” she said and started to walk away.


  Cars honked, but Daniel didn’t put the truck into gear. He closed his eyes, trying to remember what he had been like at her age. At fourteen, Daniel had been living in a different world and doing everything he could to fight, lie, cheat, steal, and brawl his way out of it. At fourteen, he had been someone Trixie had never seen her father be. Daniel had made sure of it.


  “Daddy.”


  Daniel turned to find Trixie standing beside his truck. She curled her hands around the lip of the open window, the glitter in her pink nail polish catching the sun. “Invisibility,” she said, and then she melted into the crowd behind her.


  •••


  Trixie Stone had been a ghost for fourteen days, seven hours, and thirty-six minutes now, not that she was officially counting. This meant that she walked around school and smiled when she was supposed to; she pretended to listen when the algebra teacher talked about commutative properties; she even sat in the cafeteria with the other ninth-graders. But while they laughed at the lunch ladies’ hairstyles (or lack thereof), Trixie studied her hands and wondered whether anyone else noticed that if the sun hit your palm a certain way, you could see right through the skin, to the busy tunnels with blood moving around inside. Corpuscles. She slipped the word into her mouth and tucked it high against her cheek like a sucking candy, so that if anyone happened to ask her a question she could just shake her head, unable to speak.


  Kids who knew (and who didn’t? the news had traveled like a forest fire) were waiting to see her lose her careful balance. Trixie had even overheard one girl making a bet about when she might fall apart in a public situation. High school students were cannibals; they fed off your broken heart while you watched and then shrugged and offered you a bloody, apologetic smile.


  Visine helped. So did Preparation H under the eyes, as disgusting as it was to imagine. Trixie would get up at five-thirty in the morning, carefully select a double layer of long-sleeved T-shirts and a pair of flannel pants, and gather her hair into a messy ponytail. It took an hour to make herself look like she’d just rolled out of bed, like she’d been losing no sleep at all over what had happened. These days, her entire life was about making people believe she was someone she wasn’t anymore.


  Trixie crested the hallway on a sea of noise—lockers gnashing like teeth, guys yelling out afternoon plans over the heads of underclassmen, change being dug out of pockets for vending machines. She turned into a doorway and steeled herself to endure the next forty-eight minutes. Psychology was the only class she had with Jason, who was a junior. It was an elective. Which was a fancy way of saying: You asked for this.


  He was already there; she knew by the way the air had taken a charge around her body, an electric field. He was wearing the faded denim shirt she’d borrowed once when he spilled Coke on her while they were studying, and his black hair was a mess. You need a part, she used to tell him, and he’d laugh. I’ve got better ones, he’d say.


  She could smell him—shampoo and peppermint gum and, believe it or not, the cool white mist of utter ice. It was the same smell on the T-shirt she’d hidden in the bottom of her pajama drawer, the one he didn’t know she had, the one she wrapped around her pillow each night before she went to sleep. It kept the details in her dreams: a callus on the edge of Jason’s wrist, rubbed raw by his hockey glove. The flannel-covered sound of his voice when she called him on the phone and woke him. The way he twirled a pencil around the fingers of one hand when he was nervous or thinking too hard.


  He’d been doing that when he broke up with her.


  She took a deep breath and headed past the seat where Jason slouched, his eyes focused on the four-letter words students had worn into the desktop through years of boredom. She could feel his face heat up with the effort he was making to avoid looking at her. It felt unnatural to walk past, to not have him tug on the straps of her backpack until she gave him her full attention. “You’re coming to practice,” he’d say, “right?” As if there had ever been any question.


  Mr. Torkelson had assigned seating, and Trixie had been placed in the first row—something she had hated for the first three months of the school year and now was supremely grateful for, because it meant she could stare at the board and not have to see Jason or anyone else out of the corner of her eye. She slipped into the chair and opened her binder, her eyes avoiding the big Wite-Out centipede that used to be Jason’s name.


  When she felt a hand on her shoulder—a warm, broad, guy’s hand—all the breath left her body. Jason was going to apologize; he’d realized that he’d made a mistake; he wanted to ask her if she’d ever forgive him. She turned around, the word yes playing over her lips like the call of a flute, but instead found herself staring at Moss Minton, Jason’s best friend.


  “Hey.” He glanced back over his shoulder to where Jason was still hunched over his own desk. “You okay?”


  Trixie smoothed the edges of her homework. “Why wouldn’t I be?”


  “I just want you to know we all think he’s an idiot.”


  We. We could be the state champion hockey team, of which Moss and Jason were cocaptains. It could be the whole of the junior class. It could be anyone who wasn’t her. That part of it was almost as hard as the not having Jason: trying to negotiate through the minefield of the friends they’d shared, to learn who still belonged to her.


  “I think she’s just something he needs to get out of his system,” Moss said, his words a handful of stones dropped from a cliff.


  Trixie’s handwriting started to swim on the page before her. Please leave, she thought, praying fiercely for the telekinetic power to cause a distraction, and for once in her life something went right. Mr. Torkelson walked in, slammed the door, and came to the front of the classroom. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he announced, “why do we dream?”


  A stoner in the back row answered. “Because Angelina Jolie doesn’t go to Bethel High.”


  The teacher laughed. “Well, that’s one reason. Sigmund Freud might even agree with you. He called dreams a ‘royal road’ into the unconscious, made up of all the forbidden wishes you had and wished you didn’t.”


  Dreams, Trixie thought, were like soap bubbles. You could look at them from a distance, and they were lovely. It’s when you stuck your face too close that your eyes wound up stinging. She wondered if Jason had the same dreams she did, the kind where you wake up with all your breath gone and your heart as flat as a dime.


  “Ms. Stone?” the teacher repeated.


  Trixie blushed. She had no idea what Torkelson had asked. She could feel Jason’s gaze rising like a welt on the back of her neck.


  “I’ve got one, Mr. T,” Moss called out from somewhere behind her. “I’m skating out at the regionals, and a pass comes my way, but all of a sudden my stick is like a piece of spaghetti—”


  “As blatantly Freudian as that is, Moss, I’d really like to hear from Trixie.”


  Like one of her father’s superheroes, Trixie’s senses narrowed. She could hear the girl in the back of the class scratching out a secret note to her friend across the aisle, Torkelson clasping his hands together, and worst of all, that broken connection as Jason closed his eyes. She scribbled on her thumbnail with her pen. “I don’t remember any dreams.”


  “You spend a sixth of your life dreaming, Ms. Stone. Which in your case amounts to about two and a half years. Certainly you haven’t blocked out two and a half years of your life?”


  She shook her head, looked up at the teacher, and opened her mouth. “I... I’m going to be sick,” Trixie managed, and with the classroom wheeling around her, she grabbed her books and fled.


  In the bathroom, she flung her backpack under the row of square white sinks that looked like a giant’s dentures and crouched in front of one of the toilets. She vomited, although she would have wagered that there was nothing inside of her. Then she sat on the floor and pressed her hot cheek against the metal wall of the stall.


  It was not that Jason had broken up with her on their three-month anniversary. It was not that Trixie—a freshman who’d seemed to have hit the jackpot, a nobody elevated to the level of queen by association—had lost her Cinderella status. It was that she truly believed you could be fourteen when you learned how love could change the speed your blood ran through you, how it made you dream in kaleidoscope color. It was that Trixie knew she couldn’t have loved Jason this hard if he hadn’t loved her that way too.


  Trixie came out of the stall and turned the water on in the sink. She splashed her face, wiped it with a brown paper towel. She didn’t want to go back to class, not ever, so she took out her eyeliner and mascara, her lip gloss and her compact mirror. She had her mother’s rich copper hair, her father’s dark complexion. Her ears were too pointed and her chin was too round. Her lips were okay, she guessed. Once, in art class, a teacher had said they were classic and made the rest of the students draw them. It was her eyes, though, that scared her. Although they used to be a dark mossy color, nowadays they were a frosted green so pale it was barely a color at all. Trixie wondered if you could cry away the pigment.


  She snapped shut her compact and then, on second thought, opened it and set it on the floor. It took three stomps before the mirror inside shattered. Trixie threw out the plastic disc and all but one shard of glass. It was shaped like a tear, rounded on one end and sharp as a dagger on the other.


  She slid down along the tiled wall of the bathroom until she was sitting underneath the sink. Then she dragged the makeshift knife over the white canvas of her inner arm. As soon as she did it, she wished she could take it back. Crazy girls did this, girls who walked like zombies through YA novels.


  But.


  Trixie felt the sting of the skin as it split, the sweet welling rise of blood.


  It hurt, though not as much as everything else.


  •••


  “You have to do something pretty awful to wind up in the bottom level of hell,” Laura said rhetorically, surveying her class. “And Lucifer used to be God’s right-hand man. So what went wrong?”


  It had been a simple disagreement, Laura thought. Like almost every other rift between people, that’s how it started. “One day God turned to his buddy Lucifer and said that he was thinking of giving those cool little toys he created—namely, people—the right to choose how they acted. Free will. Lucifer thought that power should belong only to angels. He staged a coup, and he lost big-time.”


  Laura started walking through the aisles—one downside of free Internet access at the college was that kids used lecture hours to shop online and download porn, if the professor wasn’t vigilant. “What makes the Inferno so brilliant are the contrapassi—the punishments that fit the crime. In Dante’s mind, sinners pay in a way that reflects what they did wrong on earth. Lucifer didn’t want man to have choices, so he winds up literally paralyzed in ice. Fortune-tellers walk around with their heads on backward. Adulterers end up joined together for eternity, without getting any satisfaction from it.” Laura shook off the image that rose in her mind. “Apparently,” she joked, “the clinical trials for Viagra were done in hell.”


  Her class laughed as she headed toward her podium. “In the 1300s—before Italians could tune in to The Revenge of the Sith or Lord of the Rings—this poem was the ultimate battle of good versus evil,” she said. “I like the word evil. Scramble it a little, and you get vile and live. Good, on the other hand, is just a command to go do.”


  The four graduate students who led the class sections for this course were all sitting in the front row with their computers balanced on their knees. Well, three of them were. There was Alpha, the self-christened retrofeminist, which as far as Laura could tell meant that she gave a lot of speeches about how modern women had been driven so far from the home they no longer felt comfortable inside it. Beside her, Aine scrawled on the inside of one alabaster arm—most likely her own poetry. Naryan, who could type faster than Laura could breathe, looked up over his laptop at her, a crow poised for a crumb. Only Seth sprawled in his chair, his eyes closed, his long hair spilling over his face. Was he snoring?


  She felt a flush rise up the back of her neck. Turning her back on Seth Dummerston, she glanced up at the clock in the back of the lecture hall. “That’s it for today. Read through the fifth canto,” Laura instructed. “Next Wednesday, we’ll be talking about poetic justice versus divine retribution. And have a nice weekend, folks.”


  The students gathered their backpacks and laptops, chattering about the bands that were playing later on, and the BÈΠ party that had brought in a truckload of real sand for Caribbean Night. They wound scarves around their necks like bright bandages and filed out of the lecture hall, already dismissing Laura’s class from their minds.


  Laura didn’t need to prepare for her next lecture; she was living it. Be careful what you wish for, she thought. You just might get it.


  Six months ago, she had been so sure that what she was doing was right, a liaison so natural that stopping it was more criminal than letting it flourish. When his hands roamed over her, she transformed: no longer the cerebral Professor Stone but a woman for whom feeling came before thought. Now, though, when Laura realized what she had done, she wanted to blame a tumor, temporary insanity, anything but her own selfishness. Now all she wanted was damage control: to break it off, to slip back into the seam of her family before they had a chance to realize how long she’d been missing.


  When the lecture hall was empty, Laura turned off the overhead lights. She dug in her pocket for her office keys. Damn, had she left them in her computer bag?


  “Veil.”


  Laura turned around, already recognizing the soft Southern curves of Seth Dummerston’s voice. He stood up and stretched, unfolding his long body after that nap. “It’s another anagram for evil,” he said. “The things we hide.”


  She stared at him coolly. “You fell asleep during my lecture.”


  “I had a late night.”


  “Whose fault is that?” Laura asked.


  Seth stared at her the way she used to stare at him, then bent forward until his mouth brushed over hers. “You tell me,” he whispered.


  •••


  Trixie turned the corner and saw them: Jessica Ridgeley, with her long sweep of blond hair and her dermatologist’s-daughter skin, was leaning against the door of the AV room kissing Jason.


  Trixie became a rock, the sea of students parting around her. She watched Jason’s hands slip into the back pockets of Jessica’s jeans. She could see the dimple on the left side of his mouth, the one that appeared only when he was speaking from the heart.


  Was he telling Jessica that his favorite sound was the thump that laundry made when it was turning around in a dryer? That sometimes he could walk by the telephone and think she was going to call, and sure enough she did? That once, when he was ten, he broke into a candy machine because he wanted to know what happened to the quarters once they went inside?


  Was she even listening?


  Suddenly, Trixie felt someone grab her arm and start dragging her down the hall, out the door, and into the courtyard. She smelled the acrid twitch of a match, and a minute later, a cigarette had been stuck between her lips. “Inhale,” Zephyr commanded.


  Zephyr Santorelli-Weinstein was Trixie’s oldest friend. She had enormous doe eyes and olive skin and the coolest mother on the planet, one who bought her incense for her room and took her to get her navel pierced like it was an adolescent rite. She had a father, too, but he lived in California with his new family, and Trixie knew better than to bring up the subject. “What class have you got next?”


  “French.”


  “Madame Wright is senile. Let’s ditch.”


  Bethel High had an open campus, not because the administration was such a fervent promoter of teen freedom but because there was simply nowhere to go. Trixie walked beside Zephyr along the access road to the school, their faces ducked against the wind, their hands stuffed into the pockets of their North Face jackets. The crisscross pattern where she’d cut herself an hour earlier on her arm wasn’t bleeding anymore, but the cold made it sting. Trixie automatically started breathing through her mouth, because even from a distance, she could smell the gassy, rotten-egg odor from the paper mill to the north that employed most of the adults in Bethel. “I heard what happened in psych,” Zephyr said.


  “Great,” Trixie muttered. “Now the whole world thinks I’m a loser and a freak.”


  Zephyr took the cigarette from Trixie’s hand and smoked the last of it. “What do you care what the whole world thinks?”


  “Not the whole world,” Trixie admitted. She felt her eyes prickle with tears again, and she wiped her mitten across them. “I want to kill Jessica Ridgeley.”


  “If I were you, I’d want to kill Jason,” Zephyr said. “Why do you let it get to you?”


  Trixie shook her head. “I’m the one who’s supposed to be with him, Zephyr. I just know it.”


  They had reached the turn of the river past the park-and-ride, where the bridge stretched over the Androscoggin River. This time of year, it was nearly frozen over, with great swirling art sculptures that formed as ice built up around the rocks that crouched in the riverbed. If they kept walking another quarter mile, they’d reach the town, which basically consisted of a Chinese restaurant, a minimart, a bank, a toy store, and a whole lot of nothing else.


  Zephyr watched Trixie cry for a few minutes, then leaned against the railing of the bridge. “You want the good news or the bad news?”


  Trixie blew her nose in an old tissue she’d found in her pocket. “Bad news.”


  “Martyr,” Zephyr said, grinning. “The bad news is that my best friend has officially exceeded her two-week grace period for mourning over a relationship, and she will be penalized from here on in.”


  At that, Trixie smiled a little. “What’s the good news?”


  “Moss Minton and I have sort of been hanging out.”


  Trixie felt another stab in her chest. Her best friend, and Jason’s? “Really?”


  “Well, maybe we weren’t actually hanging out. He waited for me after English class today to ask me if you were okay... but still, the way I figure it, he could have asked anyone, right?”


  Trixie wiped her nose. “Great. I’m glad my misery is doing wonders for your love life.”


  “Well, it’s sure as hell not doing anything for yours. You can’t keep crying over Jason. He knows you’re obsessed.” Zephyr shook her head. “Guys don’t want high maintenance, Trix. They want... Jessica Ridgeley.”


  “What the fuck does he see in her?”


  Zephyr shrugged. “Who knows. Bra size? Neanderthal IQ?” She pulled her messenger bag forward, so that she could dig inside for a pack of M&M’s. Hanging from the edge of the bag were twenty linked pink paper clips.


  Trixie knew girls who kept a record of sexual encounters in a journal, or by fastening safety pins to the tongue of a sneaker. For Zephyr, it was paper clips. “A guy can’t hurt you if you don’t let him,” Zephyr said, running her finger across the paper clips so that they danced.


  These days, having a boyfriend or a girlfriend was not in vogue; most kids trolled for random hookups. The sudden thought that Trixie might have been that to Jason made her feel sick to her stomach. “I can’t be like that.”


  Zephyr ripped open the bag of candy and passed it to Trixie. “Friends with benefits. It’s what the guys want, Trix.”


  “How about what the girls want?”


  Zephyr shrugged. “Hey, I suck at algebra, I can’t sing on key, and I’m always the last one picked for a team in gym... but apparently I’m quite gifted when it comes to hooking up.”


  Trixie turned, laughing. “They tell you that?”


  “Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it. You get all the fun without any of the baggage. And the next day you just act like it never happened.”


  Trixie tugged on the paper clip chain. “If you’re acting like it never happened, then why are you keeping track?”


  “Once I hit a hundred, I can send away for the free decoder ring.” Zephyr shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess it’s just so I remember where I started.”


  Trixie opened her palm and surveyed the M&M’s. The food coloring dye was already starting to bleed against her skin. “Why do you think the commercials say they won’t melt in your hands, when they always do?”


  “Because everyone lies,” Zephyr replied.


  All teenagers knew this was true. The process of growing up was nothing more than figuring out what doors hadn’t yet been slammed in your face. For years, Trixie’s own parents had told her that she could be anything, have anything, do anything. That was why she’d been so eager to grow up—until she got to adolescence and hit a big, fat wall of reality. As it turned out, she couldn’t have anything she wanted. You didn’t get to be pretty or smart or popular just because you wanted it. You didn’t control your own destiny; you were too busy trying to fit in. Even now, as she stood here, there were a million parents setting their kids up for heartbreak.


  Zephyr stared out over the railing. “This is the third time I’ve cut English this week.”


  In French class, Trixie was missing a quiz on le subjonctif. Verbs, apparently, had moods too: They had to be conjugated a whole different way if they were used in clauses to express want, doubt, wishes, judgment. She had memorized the red-flag phrases last night: It is doubtful that. It’s not clear that. It seems that. It may be that. Even though. No matter what. Without.


  She didn’t need a stupid leçon to teach her something she’d known for years: Given anything negative or uncertain, there were rules that had to be followed.


  •••


  If he had the choice, Daniel would draw a villain every time.


  There just wasn’t all that much you could do with heroes. They came with a set of traditional standards: square jaw, overdeveloped calves, perfect teeth. They stood half a foot taller than your average man. They were anatomical marvels, intricate displays of musculature. They sported ridiculous knee-high boots that no one without superhuman strength would be caught dead wearing.


  On the other hand, your average bad guy might have a face shaped like an onion, an anvil, a pancake. His eyes could bulge out or recess in the folds of his skin. His physique might be meaty or cadaverous, furry or rubberized, or covered with lizard scales. He could speak in lightning, throw fire, swallow mountains. A villain let your creativity out of its cage.


  The problem was, you couldn’t have one without the other. There couldn’t be a bad guy unless there was a good guy to create the standard. And there couldn’t be a good guy until a bad guy showed just how far off the path he might stray.


  Today Daniel sat hunched at his drafting table, procrastinating. He twirled his mechanical pencil; he kneaded an eraser in his palm. He was having a hell of a time turning his main character into a hawk. He had gotten the wingspan right, but he couldn’t seem to humanize the face behind the bright eyes and beak.


  Daniel was a comic book penciler. While Laura had built up the academic credentials to land her a tenured position at Monroe College, he’d worked out of the home with Trixie at his feet as he drew filler chapters for DC Comics. His style got him noticed by Marvel, which asked him numerous times to come work in NYC on Ultimate X-Men, but Daniel put his family before his career. He did graphic art to pay the mortgage—logos and illustrations for corporate newsletters—until last year, just before his fortieth birthday, when Marvel signed him to work from home on a project all his own.


  He kept a picture of Trixie over his workspace—not just because he loved her, but because for this particular graphic novel—The Tenth Circle—she was his inspiration. Well, Trixie and Laura. Laura’s obsession with Dante had provided the bare-bones plot of the story; Trixie had provided the impetus. But it was Daniel who was responsible for creating his main character—Wildclaw—a hero that this industry had never seen.


  Historically, comics had been geared toward teenage boys. Daniel had pitched Marvel a different concept: a character designed for the demographic group of adults who had been weaned on comic books yet who now had the spending power they’d lacked as adolescents. Adults who wanted sneakers endorsed by Michael Jordan and watched news programs that looked like MTV segments and played Tetris on a Nintendo DS during their business-class flights. Adults who would immediately identify with Wildclaw’s alter ego, Duncan: a fortysomething father who knew that getting old was hell, who wanted to keep his family safe, whose powers controlled him, instead of the other way around.


  The narrative of the graphic novel followed Duncan, an ordinary father searching for his daughter, who had been kidnapped by the devil into Dante’s circles of hell. When provoked, through rage or fear, Duncan would morph into Wildclaw—literally becoming an animal. The catch was this: Power always involved a loss of humanity. If Duncan turned into a hawk or a bear or a wolf to elude a dangerous creature, a piece of him would stay that way. His biggest fear was that if and when he did find his missing daughter, she would no longer recognize who he’d become in order to save her.


  Daniel looked down at what he had on the page so far, and sighed. The problem wasn’t drawing the hawk—he could do that in his sleep—it was making sure the reader saw the human behind it. It was not new to have a hero who turned into an animal—but Daniel had come by the concept honestly. He’d grown up as the only white boy in a native Alaskan village where his mother was a schoolteacher and his father was simply gone. In Akiak, the Yupiit spoke freely of children who went to live with seals, of men who shared a home with black bears. One woman had married a dog and given birth to puppies, only to peel back the fur to see they were actually babies underneath. Animals were simply nonhuman people, with the same ability to make conscious decisions, and humanity simmered under their skins. You could see it in the way they sat together for meals, or fell in love, or grieved. And this went both ways: Sometimes, in a human, there would turn out to be a hidden bit of a beast.


  Daniel’s best and only friend in the village was a Yup’ik boy named Cane, whose grandfather had taken it upon himself to teach Daniel how to hunt and fish and everything else that his own father should have. For example, how after killing a rabbit, you had to be quiet, so that the animal’s spirit could visit. How at fish camp, you’d set the bones of the salmon free in the river, whispering Ataam taikina. Come back again.


  Daniel spent most of his childhood waiting to leave. He was a kass’aq, a white kid, and this was reason enough to be teased or bullied or beaten. By the time he was Trixie’s age, he was getting drunk, damaging property, and making sure the rest of the world knew better than to fuck with him. But when he wasn’t doing those things, he was drawing—characters who, against all odds, fought and won. Characters he hid in the margins of his schoolbooks and on the canvas of his bare palm. He drew to escape, and eventually, at age seventeen, he did.


  Once Daniel left Akiak, he never looked back. He learned how to stop using his fists, how to put rage on the page instead. He got a foothold in the comics industry. He never talked about his life in Alaska, and Trixie and Laura knew better than to ask. He became a typical suburban father who coached soccer and grilled burgers and mowed the lawn, a man you’d never expect had been accused of something so awful that he’d tried to outrun himself.


  Daniel squeezed the eraser he was kneading and completely rubbed out the hawk he’d been attempting to draw. Maybe if he started with Duncan-the-man, instead of Wildclaw-the-beast? He took his mechanical pencil and started sketching the loose ovals and scribbled joints that materialized into his unlikely hero. No spandex, no high boots, no half mask: Duncan’s habitual costume was a battered jacket, jeans, and sarcasm. Like Daniel, Duncan had shaggy dark hair and a dark complexion. Like Daniel, Duncan had a teenage daughter. And like Daniel, everything Duncan did or didn’t do was linked to a past that he refused to discuss.


  When you got right down to it, Daniel was secretly drawing himself.


  •••


  Jason’s car was an old Volvo that had belonged to his grandmother before she died. The seats had been reupholstered in pink, her favorite color, by his grandfather for her eighty-fifth birthday. Jason had told Trixie he used to think about changing them back to their original flesh tone, but how could you mess with that kind of love?


  Hockey practice had ended fifteen minutes ago. Trixie waited in the cold, her hands tucked into the sleeves of her jacket, until Jason came out of the rink. His enormous hockey bag was slung over his shoulder, and he was laughing as he walked beside Moss.


  Hope was a pathological part of puberty, like acne and surging hormones. You might sound cynical to the world, but that was just a defense mechanism, cover-up coating a zit, because it was too embarrassing to admit that in spite of the bum deals you kept getting, you hadn’t completely given up.


  When Jason noticed her, Trixie tried to pretend she didn’t see the look that ghosted over his face—regret, or maybe resignation. She concentrated instead on the fact that he was walking toward her alone. “Hey,” she said evenly. “Can you give me a ride home?”


  He hesitated, long enough for her to die inside all over again. Then he nodded and unlocked the car. She slid into the passenger seat while Jason stowed his gear, turned over the ignition, and blasted the heater. Trixie thought up a thousand questions—How was practice? Do you think it’ll snow again? Do you miss me?—but she couldn’t speak. It was too much, sitting there on the pink seats, just a foot away from Jason, the way she’d sat beside him in this car a hundred times before.


  He pulled out of the parking spot and cleared his throat. “You feeling better?”


  Than what? she thought.


  “You left psych this morning,” Jason reminded her.


  That class seemed like forever ago. Trixie tucked her hair behind her ear. “Yeah,” she said, and glanced down. Trixie thought of how she used to grasp the stick shift, so that when Jason reached for it, he would automatically be holding her hand. She slid her palm beneath her thigh and gripped the seat so she wouldn’t do anything stupid.


  “What are you doing here, anyway?” Jason said.


  “I wanted to ask you something.” Trixie took a deep breath for courage. “How do you do it?”


  “Do what?”


  “All of it. You know. Go to class and practice. Make it through the day. Act like... like none of it mattered.”


  Jason swore beneath his breath and pulled the car over. Then he reached across the seat and brushed his thumb over her cheek; until then, she hadn’t been aware she was crying. “Trix,” he sighed, “it mattered.”


  By now, the tears were coming faster. “But I love you,” Trixie said. There was no easy switch that she could flip to stem the flow of feelings, no way to drain the memories that pooled like acid in her stomach because her heart no longer knew what to do with them. She couldn’t blame Jason; she didn’t like herself like this, either. But she couldn’t go back to being the girl she’d been before she met him; that girl was gone. So where did that leave her?


  Jason was wavering, she could tell. When he reached over the console to pull her into his arms, she tucked her head against his neck and rounded her mouth against the salt of his skin. Thank you, she murmured, to God or Jason or maybe both.


  His words stirred the hair beside her ear. “Trixie, you’ve got to stop. It’s over.”


  The sentence—and that’s exactly what it was, in every sense of the word—fell between them like a guillotine. Trixie disengaged herself, wiping her eyes on the puffy sleeve of her coat. “If it’s us,” she whispered, “how come you get to decide?”


  When he didn’t answer—couldn’t answer—she turned and stared out the front window. As it turned out, they were still in the parking lot. They hadn’t gotten anywhere at all.


  •••


  The entire way home, Laura planned the way she was going to break the news to Seth. As flattering as it was to have a twentysomething man find a thirty-eight-year-old woman attractive, it was also wrong: Laura was his professor; she was married; she was a mother. She belonged in a reality made up of faculty meetings and papers being published and think tanks conducted at the home of the dean of humanities, not to mention parent-teacher conferences at Trixie’s school and worries about her own metabolism slowing down and whether she could save money on her cellular service if she switched companies. She told herself that it did not matter that Seth made her feel like summer fruit about to drop from a vine, something she could not remember experiencing anytime in the last decade with Daniel.


  Doing something wrong, it turned out, packed a heady adrenaline rush. Seth was dark and uneven and unpredictable and—oh, God, just thinking about him was making her drive too fast on this road. On the other hand, Laura’s husband was the most solid, dependable, mild-mannered man in all of Maine. Daniel never forgot to put out the recycling bin; he set the coffee to brew the night before because she was a bear when she didn’t have any in the morning; he never once complained about the fact that it had taken a good decade longer than he’d liked to make a name for himself in the comics industry because he was the stay-at-home parent. Sometimes, ridiculously, the more perfect he was the angrier she got, as if his generosity existed only to highlight her own selfishness. But then, she had only herself to blame for that—wasn’t she the one who’d given him the ultimatum, who’d said he had to change?


  The problem was (if she was going to be honest with herself) that when she asked him to change, she was focusing on what she thought she needed. She’d forgotten to catalog all the things she’d lose. What she had loved most about Seth—the thrill of doing something forbidden, the understanding that women like her did not connect with men like him—was exactly what had once made her fall for Daniel.


  She had toyed with the idea of telling Daniel about the affair, but what good would that do, except hurt him? Instead, she would over-compensate. She would kill him with kindness. She would be the best wife, the best mother, the most attentive lover. She would give him back what she hoped he never realized had been missing.


  Even Dante said that if you walked through hell, you could climb your way to paradise.


  In the rearview mirror, Laura saw a carnival of flashing lights. “Goddamn,” she muttered, pulling over as the police cruiser slid neatly behind her Toyota.


  A tall officer walked toward her, silhouetted by the headlights of his vehicle. “Good evening, ma’am, did you know you were speeding?”


  Apparently not, thought Laura.


  “I’m going to need your license and... Professor Stone? Is that you?”


  Laura peered up at the officer’s face. She couldn’t place it, but he was young enough; she might have taught him. She offered her most humble expression. Had he gotten a high enough grade in her class to keep her from getting a ticket?


  “Bernie Aylesworth,” he said, smiling down at Laura. “I took your Dante class my senior year, back in 2001. Got shut out of it the year before.”


  She knew she was a popular teacher—her Dante course was rated even higher than the Intro to Physics lectures where Jeb Wetherby shot monkeys out of cannons to teach projectile motion. The Unauthorized Guide to Monroe College named her the prof students most wanted to take out for a beer. Had Seth read that? she thought suddenly.


  “I’m just gonna give you a warning this time,” Bernie said, and Laura wondered where he had been six months ago, when she truly needed one. He passed her a crisp piece of paper and smiled. “So where were you hurrying off to?”


  Not to, she thought, just back. “Home,” she told him. “I was headed home.” She waited until he was back in the cruiser to put on her signal—a penitent motion if ever there was one—and pulled into the gentle bend of the road. She drove well within the speed limit, her eyes focused ahead, as careful as you have to be when you know someone is watching.


  •••


  “I’m leaving,” Laura said the minute she walked through the door. Daniel looked up from the kitchen counter, where he was chopping broccoli in preparation for dinner. On the stove, chicken was simmering in garlic.


  “You just got here,” he said.


  “I know.” Laura lifted the lid on the skillet, breathed in. “Smells really good. I wish I could stay.”


  He could not pinpoint what was different about her, but he thought it had to do with the fact that when she’d just said she wanted to be home, he believed her—most of the time, if she apologized for leaving, it was only because it was expected. “What’s going on?” he asked.


  She turned her back to Daniel and began to sort through the mail. “That departmental thing I told you about.”


  She had not told him; he knew she hadn’t told him. She unwound her scarf and shrugged out of her coat, draped them over a chair. She was wearing a black suit and Sorel boots, which were tracking snow in small puddles all over the kitchen floor. “How’s Trixie?”


  “She’s in her room.”


  Laura opened the refrigerator and poured herself a glass of water. “The crazy poet is trying to stage a coup,” she said. “She’s been talking to the tenured professors. I don’t think she knows that—” Suddenly, there was a crash, and Daniel turned in time to see the glass explode against the tile floor. Water spread in a puddle, seeping beneath the edge of the refrigerator. “Damn it!” Laura cried, kneeling to pick up the pieces.


  “I’ve got it,” Daniel said, tossing down paper towels to absorb the spill. “You’ve got to slow down. You’re bleeding.”


  Laura glanced down at the gash on the pad of her thumb as if it belonged to someone else. Daniel reached for her and wrapped her hand in a clean dish towel. They knelt inches apart on the tile floor, watching her blood soak through the checkered fabric.


  Daniel couldn’t remember the last time he and Laura had been this close to each other. He couldn’t remember a lot of things, like the sound of his wife’s breathing when she gave herself over to sleep, or the half smile that slipped out like a secret when something took her by surprise. He had tried to tell himself that Laura was busy, the way she always got at the beginning of a trimester. He did not ask if it could be anything more than that, because he did not want to hear the answer.


  “We need to take care of that,” Daniel said. The bones of her wrist were light and fine in his hand, delicate as china.


  Laura tugged herself free. “I’m fine,” she insisted, and she stood up. “It’s a scratch.” For a moment she stared at him, as if she knew, too, that there was another entire conversation going on here, one they had chosen not to have.


  “Laura.” Daniel got to his feet, but she turned away. “I really have to go change,” she said.


  Daniel watched her leave, heard her footsteps on the stairs overhead. You already have, he thought.


  •••


  “You didn’t,” Zephyr said.


  Trixie pushed her sleeves up and stared down at the cuts on her arms, a red web of regret. “It seemed like a good idea at the time,” she said. “I started walking, and I wound up at the rink... I figured it was a sign. If we could just talk—”


  “Trixie, right now Jason doesn’t want to talk. He wants to take out a restraining order.” Zephyr sighed. “You are so Fatal Attraction.”


  “Fatal what?”


  “It’s an old movie. Don’t you ever watch anything that doesn’t have Paul Walker in it?”


  Trixie tucked the phone between her shoulder and her ear and carefully unwound the screw neck of the X-Acto knife that she’d taken from her father’s office. The blade came out, a tiny silver trapezoid. “I’d do anything to get him back.” Closing her eyes, Trixie scored the blade over her left arm. She sucked in her breath and imagined she was opening up a vent, allowing some of the enormous pressure to ease.


  “Are you going to complain about this until we graduate?” Zephyr asked. “Because if that’s the case, then I’m taking matters into my own hands.”


  What if her father knocked on the door right now? What if anyone, even Zephyr, found out that she was doing stuff like this? Maybe it wasn’t relief she was feeling, but shame. Both made you burn from the inside out.


  “So, do you want my help?” Zephyr asked.


  Trixie clapped her hand over the cut, stanching the flow.


  “Hello?” Zephyr said. “Are you still there?”


  Trixie lifted her hand. The blood was rich and bright against her palm. “Yeah,” she sighed. “I guess I am.”


  •••


  “Good timing,” Daniel said, as he heard Trixie’s footsteps pounding down the stairs. He set two plates on the kitchen table and turned around to find her waiting in her coat, carrying a backpack. Her cascade of hair spilled out from beneath a striped stocking cap.


  “Oh,” she said, blinking at the food. “Zephyr invited me for a sleepover.”


  “You can go after you eat.”


  Trixie bit her lower lip. “Her mom thinks I’m coming for dinner.”


  Daniel had known Zephyr since she was seven. He used to sit in the living room while she and Trixie performed the cheerleading moves they’d made up during an afternoon of play, or lip-synched to the radio, or presented tumbling routines. He could practically still hear them doing a hand-clapping game: The spades go eeny-meeny pop zoombini...


  Last week, Daniel had walked in with a bag of groceries to find someone unfamiliar in the kitchen, bent over a catalog. Nice ass, he thought, until she straightened and turned out to be Zephyr. “Hey, Mr. Stone,” she’d said. “Trixie’s in the bathroom.”


  She hadn’t noticed that he went red in the face, or that he left the kitchen before his own daughter returned. He sat on the couch with the grocery bag in his hands, the ice cream inside softening against his chest, as he speculated whether there were other fathers out there making the same mistake when they happened upon Trixie.


  “Well,” he said now, “I’ll just save the leftovers.” He stood up, fishing for his car keys.


  “Oh, that’s okay. I can walk.”


  “It’s dark out,” Daniel said.


  Trixie met his gaze, challenging. “I think I can manage to get to a house three blocks away. I’m not a baby, Dad.”


  Daniel didn’t know what to say. She was a baby, to him. “Then maybe before you go to Zephyr’s you could go vote, join the army, and rent us a car... oh, hang on, that’s right. You can’t.”


  Trixie rolled her eyes, took off her hat and gloves, and sat down.


  “I thought you were eating at Zephyr’s.”


  “I will,” she said. “But I don’t want you to have to eat all by yourself.”


  Daniel sank into the chair across from her. He had a sudden flashback of Trixie in ballet class, the two of them struggling to capture her fine hair in a netted bun before the session began. He had always been the sole father present; other men’s wives would rush forward to help him figure out how to secure the bobby pins, how to slick back the bangs with hair spray.


  At her first and only ballet performance, Trixie had been the lead reindeer, drawing out the sleigh that held the Sugar Plum Fairy. She wore a white leotard and an antler headband and had a painted red nose. Daniel hadn’t taken his eyes off her, not for any of the three minutes and twenty-two seconds that she stood on that stage.


  He didn’t want to take his eyes off her now, but part of this new routine of adolescence meant a portion of the dance took place off-stage.


  “What are you guys going to do tonight?” Daniel asked.


  “I don’t know. Rent a movie off the dish, I guess. What are you going to do?”


  “Oh, the same thing I always do when I’m alone in the house. Dance around naked, call the psychic hotline, cure cancer, negotiate world peace.”


  Trixie smiled. “Could you clean my room too?”


  “Don’t know if I’ll have time. It depends on whether the North Koreans are being cooperative.” He pushed his food around his plate, took a few bites, and then dumped the rest into the trash. “Okay, you’re officially free.”


  She bounced up and grabbed her pack, heading toward the front door. “Thanks, Daddy.”


  “Any time,” Daniel said, but the words turned up at the end, as if he were asking her for minutes that were no longer hers to give.


  •••


  She wasn’t lying. Not any more than her father had when Trixie was little and he said one day they’d get a dog, although they didn’t. She was just telling him what he wanted—needed—to hear. Everyone always said the best relationships between parents and kids involved open communication, but Trixie knew that was a joke. The best relationships were the ones where both sides went out of their way to make sure the other wasn’t disappointed.


  She wasn’t lying, not really. She was going to Zephyr’s house. And she did plan to sleep over.


  But Zephyr’s mother had gone to visit her older brother at Wesleyan College for the weekend, and Trixie wasn’t the only one who’d been invited for the evening. A bunch of people were coming, including some hockey players.


  Like Jason.


  Trixie ducked behind the fence at Mrs. Argobath’s house, opened up her backpack, and pulled out the jeans that were so low rise she had to go commando. She’d bought them a month ago and had hidden them from her father, because she knew he’d have a heart attack if he saw her wearing them. Shimmying out of her sweatpants and underwear—Jesus, it was cold out—she skimmed on the jeans. She rummaged for the items she’d stolen from her mother’s closet—they were the same size now. Trixie had wanted to borrow the killer black-heeled boots, but she couldn’t find them. Instead, Trixie had settled for a chain-link belt and a sheer black blouse her mother had worn one year over a velvet camisole to a faculty Christmas dinner. The sleeves weren’t see-through enough that you could see the Ace bandage she’d wrapped around the cuts on her arm, but you could totally tell that all she had on underneath was a black satin bra.


  She zipped up her coat again, jammed on her hat, and started walking. Trixie honestly wasn’t sure she’d be able to do what Zephyr had suggested. Make him come to you, Zephyr had said. Get him jealous.


  Maybe if she was hammered enough, or totally stoned.


  Now there was a thought. When you were high, you were hardly yourself.


  Then again, maybe it would be easier than she expected. Being someone else—anyone else, even for one night—would beat being Trixie Stone.


  •••


  A human heart breaks harder when it’s dropped from a greater height. Seth lay on the sheets of his futon, the ones that smelled of the cigarettes he rolled and—he loved this—of Laura. He still felt her words like the recoil from a shotgun. It’s over.


  Laura had gone to pull herself together in the bathroom. Seth knew there was a hairline fracture between duty and desire; that you might think you were walking on one side of it and then find yourself firmly entrenched on the other. He just also had believed—stupidly—that it wasn’t that way for them. He’d believed that even with the age difference, he could be Laura’s future. He hadn’t counted on the chance that she might want her past instead.


  “I can be whatever you want me to be,” he’d promised. Please, he had said, half question, half command.


  When the doorbell rang, he nearly didn’t answer. This was the last thing he needed right now. But the bell rang again, and Seth opened the door to find the kid standing in the shadows. “Later,” Seth said, and he started to shut the door.


  A twenty-dollar bill was pressed into his hand. “Look,” Seth said with a sigh, “I’m out.”


  “You’ve got to have something.” Two more twenties were pushed at him.


  Seth hesitated. He hadn’t been lying—he really didn’t have any weed—but it was hard to turn down sixty bucks when you had eaten ramen noodles every night that week. He wondered how much time he had before Laura came out of the bathroom. “Wait here,” he said.


  He kept his stash in the belly of an old guitar with half its strings missing. The battered case had travel stamps on it, from Istanbul and Paris and Bangkok, and a bumper sticker that said, IF YOU CAN READ THIS, GET THE FUCK AWAY.


  The first time Laura had visited his apartment he’d come back from digging up a bottle of wine to find her strumming the remaining strings, the guitar still cradled inside its open case. Do you play? she had asked.


  He had frozen, but only for a moment. He took the case, snapped it shut, and put it off to the side. Depends on the game, he had answered.


  Now he reached into the sound hole and rummaged around. He considered his sidelight vocation philosophically: Grad school cost a fortune; his tech job at the vet’s office barely paid his rent; and selling pot wasn’t much different from buying a six-pack for a bunch of teenagers. It wasn’t like he went around selling coke or heroin, which could really mess you up. But he still didn’t want Laura to know this about him. He could tell you how she felt about politics or affirmative action or being touched along the base of her delicate spine, but he didn’t know what she’d say if she discovered that he was dealing.


  Seth found the vial he was looking for. “This is powerful shit,” he warned, passing it outside.


  “What does it do?”


  “It takes you away,” Seth answered. He heard the water stop running in the bathroom. “Do you want it or not?”


  The kid took the vial and shrank back into the night. Seth shut the door just as Laura walked out of the bathroom, her eyes red and her face swollen. Immediately, she froze. “Who were you talking to?”


  Although Seth would have gladly crowed to the world that he loved Laura, she had too much at stake to lose—her job, her family. He should have known that someone trying so hard to keep from being noticed would never really be able to see him.


  “No one,” Seth said bitterly. “Your little secret’s still safe.”


  He turned away so that he would not have to bear witness as she left him. He heard the door open, felt the gasp of cold air. “You’re not the one I’m ashamed of,” Laura murmured, and she walked out of his life.


  •••


  Zephyr was handing out tubes of lipstick—hot pink, Goth black, scarlet, plum. She pressed one into Trixie’s hand. It was gold, and Trixie turned it upside down to read the name: All That Glitters. “You know what to do, right?” Zephyr murmured.


  Trixie did. She’d never played Rainbow before, she’d never had to. She’d always been with Jason instead.


  As soon as Trixie had arrived at Zephyr’s, her friend had laid out the guidelines for Trixie’s surefire success that night. First, look hot. Second, drink whenever, whatever. Third—and most important—do not break the two-and-a-half-hour rule. That much time had to pass at the party before Trixie was allowed to talk to Jason. In the meantime, Trixie had to flirt with everyone but him. According to Zephyr, Jason expected Trixie to still be pining for him. When the opposite happened—when he saw other guys checking Trixie out and telling him he’d blown it—it would shock him into realizing his mistake.


  However, Jason hadn’t showed up yet. Zephyr told Trixie just to carry on with points one and two of the plan, so that she’d be good and wasted by the time Jason arrived and saw her enjoying herself. To that end, Trixie had spent the night dancing with anyone who wanted to, and by herself when she couldn’t find a partner. She drank until the horizon swam. She fell down across the laps of boys she could not care less about and let them pretend she liked it.


  She looked at her reflection in the plate-glass window and applied the gold lipstick. It made her look like a model in an MTV video.


  There were three games that had been making the rounds at parties recently. Daisy-chaining meant having sex like a conga line—you’d do it with a guy, who’d do it with some girl, who’d do it with another guy, and so on, until you made your way back to the beginning. During Stoneface, a bunch of guys sat at a table with their pants pulled down and their expressions wiped clean of emotion, while a girl huddled underneath giving one of them a blow job—and they all had to try to guess the lucky recipient.


  Rainbow was a combination of the two. A dozen or so girls were given different colored lipsticks before having oral sex with the guys, and the boy who sported the most colors at the end of the night was the winner.


  An upperclassman that Trixie didn’t know threaded his fingers through Zephyr’s and tugged her forward. Trixie watched him sit on the couch, watched her wilt like a flower at his feet. She turned away, her face flaming.


  It doesn’t mean anything, Zephyr had said.


  It only hurts if you let it.


  “Hey.”


  Trixie turned around to find a guy staring at her. “Um,” she said. “Hi.”


  “You want to... go sit down?”


  He was blond, where Jason had been so dark. He had brown eyes, not blue ones. She found herself studying him not in terms of who he was, but who he wasn’t.


  She imagined what would happen if Jason walked in the door and saw her going at it with someone. She wondered if he’d recognize her right away. If the stake through his heart would hurt as much as the one Trixie felt every time she saw him with Jessica Ridgeley.


  Taking a deep breath, she led this boy—what was his name? did it even matter?—toward a couch. She reached for a beer on the table beside them and chugged the entire thing. Then she knelt between the boy’s legs and kissed him. Their teeth scraped.


  She reached down and unbuckled his belt, looking down long enough to register that he wore boxers. She closed her eyes and tried to imagine what it would be like if the bass in the music could beat through the pores of her skin.


  His hand tangled in her hair, drawing her down, head to a chopping block. She smelled the musk of him and heard the groan of someone across the room and he was in her mouth and she imagined the flecks of gold on her lips ringing him like fairy dust.


  Gagging, Trixie wrenched herself away and rocked back on her heels. She could still taste him, and she scrambled out of the pulsing living room and out the front door just in time to throw up in Mrs. Santorelli-Weinstein’s hydrangea bush.


  When you fooled around without the feelings attached, it might not mean anything... but then again, neither did you. Trixie wondered if there was something wrong with her, for not being able to act like Zephyr—cool and nonchalant, like none of this mattered anyway. Is that really what guys wanted? Or was it just what the girls thought the guys wanted?


  Trixie wiped a shaking hand across her mouth and sat down on the front steps. In the distance, a car door slammed. She heard a voice that haunted her each moment before she fell asleep: “Come on, Moss. She’s a freshman. Why don’t we just call it a night?”


  Trixie stared at the sidewalk until Jason came into view, haloed by a streetlight as he walked beside Moss toward Zephyr’s front door.


  She spun around, took the lipstick out of her pocket, and reap-plied a fresh coat. It sparkled in the dark. It felt like wax, like a mask, like none of this was real.


  •••


  Laura had called to say that since she was on campus, she was going to stay there and catch up on some grading. She might even just crash overnight in her office.


  You could work at home, Daniel said, when what he really meant was, Why does it sound like you’ve been crying?


  No, I’ll get more done here, Laura answered, when what she really meant was, Please don’t ask.


  Love you, Daniel said, but Laura didn’t.


  When your significant other was missing, it wasn’t the same bed. There was a void on the other side, a cosmic black hole, one that you couldn’t roll too close to without falling into a chasm of memories. Daniel lay with the covers drawn up to his chin, the television screen still glowing green.


  He had always believed that if someone in this marriage was going to cheat, it would have been himself. Laura had never done anything wayward, had never even gotten a damn traffic ticket. On the other hand, he had a long history of behavior that would have surely landed him in jail eventually, had he not fallen in love instead. He assumed you could hide infidelity, like a wrinkle in your clothing stuffed underneath a belt line or a cuff, a flaw you knew existed but could conceal from the public. Instead, cheating had its own smell, one that clung to Laura’s skin even after she’d stepped out of the shower. It took Daniel a while longer to recognize this sharp lemon scent for what it was: a late and unexpected confidence.


  At dinner a few nights ago, Trixie had read them a logic problem from her psych homework: A woman is at the funeral of her mother. There, she meets a man she doesn’t know and has never met, who she thinks is her dream partner. But because of the circumstances, she forgets to ask for his number, and she can’t find him afterward. A few days later, she kills her own sister. Why?


  Laura guessed that the sister had been involved with the man. Daniel thought it might be something to do with an inheritance. Congratulations, Trixie had said, neither one of you is a psychopath. The reason she murdered her sister was because she hoped the guy would show up at that funeral, too. Most serial killers who had been asked this question had given the right answer.


  It was later, while he was lying in bed with Laura sleeping soundly beside him, that Daniel came up with a different explanation. According to Trixie, the woman at the funeral had fallen in love. And like any accelerant, that would change the equation. Add love, and a person might do something crazy. Add love, and all the lines between right and wrong were bound to disappear.


  •••


  It was two-thirty in the morning, and Trixie was bluffing.


  By now, the party had wound down. Only four people remained: Zephyr and Moss and Trixie and Jason. Trixie had managed to avoid finishing out the Rainbow game by playing Quarters in the kitchen instead with Moss and Jason. When Zephyr found her there, she had pulled Trixie aside, furious. Why was Trixie being such a prude? Wasn’t this whole night supposed to be about making Jason jealous? And so Trixie had marched back to Moss and Jason, and suggested the four of them play strip poker.


  They had been at it long enough for the stakes to be important. Jason had folded a while ago; he stood against the wall with his arms crossed, watching the rest of the game develop.


  Zephyr laid out her cards with a flourish: two pairs—threes and jacks. On the couch across from her, Moss tipped his hand and grinned. “I have a straight.”


  Zephyr had already taken off her shoes, her socks, and her pants. She stood up and started to peel off her shirt. She walked toward Moss in her bra, draping her T-shirt around his neck and then kissing him so slowly that all the pale skin on his face turned bright pink.


  When she sat back down, she glanced at Trixie, as if to say, That’s how you do it.


  “Stack the deck,” Moss said. “I want to see if she’s really a blonde.”


  Zephyr turned to Trixie. “Stack the deck. I want to see if he’s really a guy.”


  “Hey, Trixie, what about you?” Moss asked.


  Trixie’s head was cartwheeling, but she could feel Jason’s eyes on her. Maybe this was where she was supposed to go in for the kill. She looked to Zephyr, hoping for a cue, but Zephyr was too busy hanging on Moss to pay attention to her.


  Oh, my God, it was brilliant.


  If the goal of this entire night was to get Jason jealous, the surest way to do it would be to come on to his best friend.


  Trixie stood up and tumbled right into Moss’s lap. His arms came around her, and her cards spilled onto the coffee table: two of hearts, six of diamonds, queen of clubs, three of clubs, eight of spades. Moss started to laugh. “Trixie, that’s the worst hand I’ve ever seen.”


  “Yeah, Trix,” Zephyr said, staring. “You’re asking for it.”


  Trixie glanced at her. She knew, didn’t she, that the only reason she was flirting with Moss was to make Jason jealous? But before she could telegraph this with some kind of ESP, Moss snapped her bra strap. “I think you lost,” he said, grinning, and he sat back to see what piece of clothing she was going to take off.


  Trixie was down to her black bra and Ace bandage and her low-rise jeans—the ones she was wearing without underwear. She wasn’t planning on parting with any of those items. But she had a plan—she was going to remove her earrings. She lifted her left hand up to the lobe, only to realize that she’d forgotten to put them on. The gold hoops were sitting on her dresser, in her bedroom, just where she’d left them.


  Trixie had already removed her watch, and her necklace, and her barrette. She’d even cut off her macramé anklet. A flush rose up her shoulders—her bare shoulders—onto her face. “I fold.”


  “You can’t fold after the game,” Moss said. “Rules are rules.”


  Jason pushed away from the wall and walked closer. “Give her a break, Moss.”


  “I think she’d rather have something else...”


  “I’m out,” Trixie said, her voice skating the thin edge of panic. She held her hands crossed in front of herself. Her heart was pounding so hard she thought it would burst into her palm. Suddenly, this seemed even worse than Rainbow, because the anonymity was gone. Here, if she acted like a slut, everyone knew her by name.


  “I’ll pinch-strip for her,” Zephyr suggested, leaning into Moss.


  But at that moment, Trixie looked at Jason and remembered why she had come to Zephyr’s in the first place. It’s worth it, she thought, if it brings him back. “I’ll do it,” she said. “But just for a second.”


  Turning her back to the three of them, she slipped the straps of her bra down her arms and felt her breasts come free. She took a deep breath and spun around.


  Jason was staring down at the floor. But Moss was holding up his cell phone, and before Trixie could understand why, he’d snapped a picture of her.


  She fastened her bra and lunged for the phone. “Give me that!”


  He stuffed it in his pants. “Come and get it, baby.”


  Suddenly Trixie found herself being pulled off Moss. The sound of Jason’s fist hitting Moss made her cringe. “Jesus Christ, lay off!” Moss cried. “I thought you said you were finished with her.”


  Trixie grabbed for her blouse, wishing that it was something flannel or fleece that would completely obliterate her. She held it in front of her and ran into the bathroom down the hall. Zephyr followed, coming into the tiny room and closing the door behind her.


  Shaking, Trixie slipped her hands into the sleeves of the blouse. “Make them go home.”


  “But it’s just getting interesting,” Zephyr said.


  Trixie looked up, stunned. “What?”


  “Well, for God’s sake, Trixie. So he had a camera phone, big fucking deal. It was a joke.”


  “Why are you taking his side?”


  “Why are you being such an asshole?”


  Trixie felt her cheeks grow hot. “This was your idea. You told me that if I did what you said, I’d get Jason back.”


  “Yeah,” Zephyr shot back. “So why were you all over Moss?”


  Trixie thought of the paper clips on Zephyr’s backpack. Random hookups weren’t random, no matter what you told yourself. Or your best friend.


  There was a knock on the door, and then Moss opened it. His lip was split, and he had a welt over his left eye. “Oh, my God,” Zephyr said. “Look at what he did to you.”


  Moss shrugged. “He’s done worse during a scrimmage.”


  “I think you need to lie down,” she said. “Preferably with me.” As she tugged Moss out of the bathroom and upstairs, she didn’t look back.


  Trixie sat down on the lid of the toilet and buried her face in her hands. Distantly, she heard the music being turned off. Her temples throbbed, and her arm where she’d cut it earlier. Her throat was dry as leather. She reached for a half-empty can of Coke on the sink and drank it. She wanted to go home.


  “Hey.”


  Trixie glanced up to find Jason staring down at her. “I thought you left.”


  “I wanted to make sure you were all right. You need a ride?”


  Trixie wiped her eyes, a smear of mascara coming off on the heel of her hand. She had told her father she would be staying overnight, but that was before her fight with Zephyr. “That would be great,” she said, and then she began to cry.


  He pulled her upright and into his arms. After tonight, after everything that had happened and how stupid she’d been, all she wanted was a place where she fit. Everything about Jason was right, from the temperature of his skin to the way that her pulse matched his. When she turned her face into the bow of his neck, she pressed her lips against his collarbone: not quite a kiss, not quite not one.


  She thought, hard, about lifting her face up to his before she did it. She made herself remember what Moss had said: I thought you were done with her.


  When Jason kissed her, he tasted of rum and of indecision. She kissed him back until the room spun, until she couldn’t remember how much time had passed. She wanted to stay like this forever. She wanted the world to grow up around them, a mound in the landscape where only violets bloomed, because that was what happened in a soil too rich for its own good.


  Trixie rested her forehead against Jason’s. “I don’t have to go home just yet,” she said.


  •••


  Daniel was dreaming of hell. There was a lake of ice and a run of tundra. A dog tied to a steel rod, its nose buried in a dish of fish soup. There was a mound of melting snow, revealing candy wrappers, empty Pepsi cans, a broken toy. He heard the hollow thump of a basketball on the slick wooden boardwalk and the tail of a green tarp rattling against the seat of the snow machine it covered. He saw a moon that hung too late in the sky, like a drunk unwilling to leave the best seat at the bar.


  At the sound of the crash, he came awake immediately to find himself still alone in bed. It was three thirty-two A.M. He walked into the hall, flipping light switches as he passed. “Laura,” he called, “is that you?”


  The hardwood floors felt cold beneath his bare feet. Nothing seemed to be out of the ordinary downstairs, yet by the time he reached the kitchen he had nearly convinced himself that he was about to come face-to-face with an intruder. An old wariness rose in him, a muscle memory of fight or flight that he’d thought he’d long forgotten.


  There was no one in the cellar, or the half bath, or the dining room. The telephone still slept on its cradle in the living room. It was in the mudroom that he realized Trixie must have come home early: Her coat was here, her boots kicked off on the brick floor.


  “Trixie?” he called out, heading upstairs again.


  But she wasn’t in her bedroom, and when he reached the bathroom, the door was locked. Daniel rattled it, but there was no response. He threw his entire weight against the jamb until the door burst free.


  Trixie was shivering, huddled in the crease made by the wall and the shower stall. “Baby,” he said, coming down on one knee. “Are you sick?” But then Trixie turned in slow motion, as if he were the last person she’d ever expected to see. Her eyes were empty, ringed with mascara. She was wearing something black and sheer that was ripped at the shoulder.


  “Oh, Daddy,” she said, and started to cry.


  “Trixie, what happened?”


  She opened her mouth to speak, but then pressed her lips together and shook her head.


  “You can tell me,” Daniel said, gathering her into his arms as if she were small again.


  Her hands were knotted together between them, like a heart that had broken its bounds. “Daddy,” she whispered. “He raped me.”
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  She had kissed him back. They must have both fallen asleep for a while, because Trixie woke up with him leaning over her, his lips against her neck. She’d felt her skin burn where he touched her.


  She was jerked back to the present as her father reached for the controls of the heater on the dashboard. “Are you too hot?”


  Trixie shook her head. “No,” she said. “It’s okay.” But it wasn’t, not anymore, not by a long shot.


  Daniel fiddled with the knob for another moment. This was the nightmare that sank its teeth into every parent’s neck. Your child is hurt. How quickly can you make it better?


  What if you can’t?


  Beneath the tires, he heard the name that he couldn’t get out of his head, not since the moment he’d found Trixie in the bathroom.


  Who did this to you?


  Jason. Jason Underhill.


  In a tornado of pure fury, Daniel had grabbed the first thing he could lay hold of—a soap dish—and hurled it into the bathroom mirror. Trixie had started shrieking, shaking so hard it took him five minutes to calm her down. He didn’t know who’d been more shocked at the outburst: Trixie, who’d never seen him like this, or Daniel himself, who’d forgotten. After that, he’d been careful which questions he asked his daughter. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to talk to her; he was just afraid to hear her answer, and even more afraid he would again do the wrong thing. He had never learned the protocol for this. It went beyond comfort; it went beyond parenting. It meant transforming all the rage he felt right now—enough to breathe fire and blow out the windshield—into words that spread like balm, invisible comfort for wounds too broad to see.


  Suddenly, Daniel braked hard. The logging truck in front of them was weaving over the median line of the divided highway. “He’s going to kill someone,” Daniel said, and Trixie thought, Let it be me. She felt numb from the waist down, a mermaid encased in ice. “Will Mom meet us there?”


  “I hope so, baby.”


  It was after her father had wrapped her in a blanket and rocked her and told her they were going to the hospital, when Trixie was still crying softly for her mother, that her father admitted Laura wasn’t home. But it’s three-thirty in the morning, Trixie had said. Where did she go? There had been a moment where the pain had stopped belonging to Trixie and started to belong to her father instead, but then he’d turned away to get her another blanket, and that was when Trixie realized she wasn’t the only casualty of the night.


  The logging truck veered sharply to the left. HOW AM I DOING? read the bumper sticker on its back door, the one that encouraged motorists to report reckless driving to an 800 number. I am doing fine, Daniel thought. I am hale and whole, and next to me the person I love most in this world has broken into a thousand pieces.


  Trixie watched the side of the logging truck as her father accelerated and passed it, holding down his horn. It sounded too loud for this hour of the morning. It seemed to rip the sky in half. She covered her ears, but even then she could still hear it, like a scream that started from inside.


  Weaving back into the right-hand lane of the highway, Daniel stole a glance at Trixie across the front seat. She was curled into a ball. Her face was pale. Her hands were hidden in her sleeves. Daniel bet she didn’t even know she was crying.


  She’d forgotten her coat, and Daniel realized this was his fault. He should have reminded her. He should have brought one of his own.


  Trixie could feel the weight of her father’s worry. Who knew that the words you never got around to saying could settle so heavy? Suddenly, she remembered a blown-glass candy dish she had broken when she was eleven, an heirloom that had belonged to her mother’s grandmother. She had gathered all the pieces and had glued them together seamlessly—and she still hadn’t been able to fool her mother. She imagined the same would be true, now, of herself.


  If this had been an ordinary day, Daniel thought, he would have been getting Trixie up for school about now. He’d yell at her when she spent too much time in the bathroom doing her hair and tell her she was going to be late. He’d put a cereal bowl out for her on the breakfast table, and she’d fill it with Life.


  From the moment it was over until the moment she entered her own home, Trixie had said only two words, uttered as she got out of his car. Thank you.


  Daniel watched the logging truck recede in his rearview mirror. Danger came in different packages, at different points in a lifetime. There were grapes and marbles and other choking hazards. There were trees too tall for climbing. There were matches and scooters and kitchen knives left lying on the counter. Daniel had obsessed about the day Trixie would be able to drive. He could teach her how to be the most defensive driver on the planet, but he couldn’t vouch for the moron truckers who hadn’t slept for three days, who might run a red light. He couldn’t keep the drunk from having one more before he got behind the wheel of his car to head home.


  Out the passenger window, Trixie watched the scenery stream by without registering a single image. She couldn’t stop wondering: If she had not kissed him back, would it never have happened?


  •••


  The phone rang ten times in Laura’s office, a room the size of a walk-in closet, but Daniel couldn’t seem to hang up. He had tried everything, everywhere. Laura was not answering the phone in the office; she was not at home; her cell automatically rolled over to the voice message system. She had disconnected herself, on purpose.


  Daniel had made excuses for his wife on his own behalf, but he couldn’t make them for Trixie’s sake. Because for the first time in his life, he didn’t think he could be everything his daughter needed right now.


  He cursed out loud and called Laura’s office again to leave a message. “It’s Daniel. It’s four in the morning. I’ve got Trixie at Stephens Memorial, in the ER. She was... she was raped last night.” He hesitated. “Please come.”


  •••


  Trixie wondered if this was what it felt like to be shot. If, even after the bullet went through flesh and bone, you would look down at yourself with detachment, assessing the damage, as if it wasn’t you who had been hit but someone else you were asked to appraise. She wondered if numbness qualified as a chronic ache.


  Sitting here, waiting for her father to come back from the restroom, Trixie cataloged her surroundings: the squeak of the nurse’s white shoes, the urgent chatter of a crash cart being rolled across linoleum, the underwater-green cinder block of the walls and the amoeba shapes of the chairs where they had been told to wait. The smell of linen and metal and fear. The garland and stockings hung behind the triage nurse, the afterthought of a Christmas tree that sat next to the wire box holding patient charts. Trixie didn’t just notice all these things, she absorbed them, and she decided she was saturating herself with sensation to make up for the thirty minutes she had blocked out of her consciousness.


  She realized, with a start, that she had already begun to divide her life into before and after.


  •••


  Hi, you’ve reached Laura Stone, her voice said. Leave me a message and I’ll get back to you.


  Leave me.


  I’ll get back to you.


  Daniel hung up again and walked back inside the hospital, where cell phones were prohibited. But when he got back to the waiting area, Trixie was gone. He approached the triage nurse. “Which room is my daughter in? Trixie Stone?”


  The nurse glanced up. “I’m sorry, Mr. Stone. I know she’s a priority case, but we’re short staffed and—”


  “She hasn’t been called in yet?” Daniel said. “Then where is she?” He knew he shouldn’t have left her alone, knew even as she was nodding at him when she asked if she’d be all right by herself for a moment that she hadn’t heard him at all. Backing away from the horseshoe desk, he started through the double doors of the ER, calling Trixie’s name.


  “Sir,” the nurse said, getting to her feet, “you can’t go in there!”


  “Trixie?” Daniel yelled, as patients stared at him from the spaces between privacy curtains, their faces pale or bloodied or weak. “Trixie!”


  An orderly grabbed his arm; he shook the massive man off. He turned a corner, smacking into a resident in her ghost-white coat before he came to a dead end. Whirling about, he continued to call out for Trixie, and then—in the interstitial space between the letters of her name—he heard Trixie calling for him.


  He followed the thread of her voice through the maze of corridors and finally saw her. “I’m right here,” he said, and she turned to him and burst into tears.


  “I got lost,” she sobbed against his chest. “I couldn’t breathe. They were staring.”


  “Who was?”


  “All the people in the waiting room. They were wondering what was wrong with me.”


  Daniel took both of her hands. “There’s nothing wrong with you,” he said, that first lie a fissure crack in his heart.


  A woman wearing a trowel’s layer of cosmetics approached. “Trixie Stone?” she said. “My name’s Janice. I’m a sexual assault advocate. I’m here to answer questions for you and your family, and to help you understand what’s going to be happening.”


  Daniel couldn’t get past the makeup. If this woman had been called in for Trixie, how much time had been lost applying those false eyelashes, that glittery blush? How much faster might she have come?


  “First things first,” Janice said, her eyes on Trixie. “This wasn’t your fault.”


  Trixie glanced at her. “You don’t even know what happened.”


  “I know that no one deserves to be raped, no matter who she is and what she’s been doing,” Janice said. “Have you taken a shower yet?”


  Daniel wondered how on earth she could even think this. Trixie was still wearing the same torn blouse, had the same raccoon circles of mascara under her eyes. She had wanted to shower—that was why, when he’d found her, she was in the bathroom—but Daniel knew enough to keep her from doing it. Evidence. The word had swum in his mind like a shark.


  “What about the police?” Daniel heard, and he was stunned to realize he’d been the one to say it.


  Janice turned. “The hospital automatically reports any sexual assault of a minor to the police,” she said. “Whether or not Trixie wants to press charges is up to her.”


  She will press charges against that son of a bitch, Daniel thought, even if I have to talk her into it.


  And on the heels of that: If he forced Trixie to do something she didn’t want to, then how was he any different from Jason Underhill?


  As Janice outlined the specifics of the upcoming examination, Trixie shook her head and folded her arms around herself. “I want to go home,” she said, in the smallest of voices. “I’ve changed my mind.”


  “You need to see a doctor, Trixie. I’ll stay with you, the whole time.” She turned to Daniel. “Is there a Mrs. Stone...?”


  Excellent question, Daniel thought, before he could remember not to. “She’s on her way,” he said. Maybe this was not even a lie by now.


  Trixie grabbed onto his arm. “What about my father? Can he come in with me?”


  Janice looked from Daniel to Trixie and then back again. “It’s a pelvic exam,” she said delicately.


  The last time Daniel had seen Trixie naked, she had been eleven and about to take a bubble bath. He had walked into the bathroom, thinking she was only brushing her teeth, and together they had stared at her blossoming body in the reflection of the mirror. After that, he was careful to knock on doors, to draw an invisible curtain of distance around her for privacy.


  When he was a kid in Alaska, he had met Yu’pik Eskimos who hated him on sight, because he was a kass’aq. It didn’t matter that he was six or seven, that he hadn’t been the particular Caucasian who had cheated that person out of land or reneged on a job or any of a hundred other grievances. All they saw was that Daniel was white, and by association, he was a magnet for their anger. He imagined, now, what it would be like to be the only male in the room during a sexual assault examination.


  “Please, Daddy?”


  Behind the fear in Trixie’s eyes was the understanding that even with this stranger, she would be alone, and she couldn’t risk that again. So Daniel took a deep breath and headed down the hall between Trixie and Janice. Inside the room, there was a gurney; he helped Trixie climb onto it. The doctor entered almost immediately, a small woman wearing scrubs and a white coat. “Hi, Trixie,” she said, and if she seemed surprised to see a father in the room, instead of a mother, she said nothing. She came right up to Trixie and squeezed her hand. “You’re already being very brave. All I’m going to ask you to do is keep that up.”


  She handed a form to Daniel and asked him to sign it, explaining that because Trixie was a minor, a parent or guardian had to authorize the collection and release of information. She took Trixie’s blood pressure and pulse and made notes on her clipboard. Then she began to ask Trixie a series of questions.


  What’s your address?


  How old are you?


  What day did the assault occur? What approximate time?


  What was the gender of the perpetrator? The number of perpetrators?


  Daniel felt a line of sweat break out under the collar of his shirt.


  Have you douched, bathed, urinated, defecated since the assault?


  Have you vomited, eaten or drunk, changed clothes, brushed your teeth?


  He watched Trixie shake her head no to each of these. Each time before she spoke, she would glance at Daniel, as if he had the answer in his eyes.


  Have you had consensual intercourse in the last five days?


  Trixie froze, and this time, her gaze slid away from his. She murmured something inaudible. “Sorry,” the doctor said. “I didn’t quite get that?”


  “This was the first time,” Trixie repeated.


  Daniel felt the room swell and burst. He was vaguely aware of excusing himself, of Trixie’s face—a white oval that bled at the edges. He had to try twice before he could maneuver his fingers in a way that would open the latch of the door.


  Outside, he balled his hand into a fist and struck it against the cinder-block wall. He pummeled the cement again and again. He did this even as the tears came and a nurse led him away, to wash the blood off his knuckles and to bandage the scrapes on his palm. He did this until he knew Trixie wasn’t the only one hurting.


  •••


  Trixie wasn’t where everyone thought she was. She might have physically been in the examination room, but mentally she was floating, hovering in the top left corner of the ceiling, watching the doctor and that other woman minister to the poor, sad, broken girl who used to be her.


  She wondered if they knew that their patient was a husk, a shell left behind by a snail because home didn’t fit anymore. You’d think someone who’d been to medical school would be able to hear through a stethoscope that somebody was empty inside. Trixie watched herself step onto a sheet of white paper with stiff, jerky movements. She listened as Dr. Roth asked her to remove her clothes, explaining that there might be evidence on the fabric that the detectives could use. “Will I get them back?” Trixie heard herself say.


  “I’m afraid not,” the doctor answered.


  “Your dad is going to run home and get you something to wear,” Janice added.


  Trixie stared down at her mother’s sheer blouse. She’s going to kill me, Trixie thought, and then she almost laughed—would her mother really be paying attention to the freaking blouse when she found out what had happened? With slow movements, Trixie mechanically unbuttoned the shirt and pulled it off. Too late, she remembered the Ace bandage around her wrist.


  “What happened there?” Dr. Roth asked, gently touching the metal pins holding the wrap in place.


  Trixie panicked. What would the doctor say if she knew Trixie had taken to carving her own arm up? Could she get thrown into a psych ward for that?


  “Trixie,” Dr. Roth said, “are there bruises under there?”


  She looked down at her feet. “They’re more like cuts.”


  When Dr. Roth began to unravel the bandage on her left wrist, Trixie didn’t fight her. She thought about what it would be like in an institution. If, in the aftermath of all this, it might not be such a bad thing to be sealed away from the real world and totally over-medicated.


  Dr. Roth’s gloved hands skimmed over a cut, one so new that Trixie could see the skin still knitting together. “Did he use a knife?”


  Trixie blinked. She was still so disconnected from her body that it took her a moment to understand what the doctor was implying, and another moment after that to understand that she had just been given a way out.


  “I... I don’t think so,” Trixie said. “I think he scratched me when I was fighting.”


  Dr. Roth wrote something down on her clipboard, as Trixie kept getting undressed. Her jeans came next, and then she stood shivering in her bra and panties. “Were you wearing that pair of underwear when it happened?” the doctor asked.


  Trixie shook her head. She’d put them on, along with a big fat sanitary napkin, once she saw that she was bleeding. “I wasn’t wearing underwear,” Trixie murmured, and immediately she realized how much that made her sound like a slut. She glanced down at the floor, at the see-through blouse. Was that why it had happened?


  “Low-rise jeans,” Janice commiserated, and Trixie nodded, grateful that she hadn’t been the one to have to explain.


  Trixie couldn’t remember ever being so tired. The examination room was runny at the edges, like a breakfast egg that hadn’t been cooked quite long enough. Janice handed her a hospital johnny, which was just as good as being naked with the way it was hanging open in the back. “You can take a seat,” Dr. Roth said.


  The blood samples were next. It was just like when they’d had to pair up in eighth-grade science to try to analyze their own blood type. Trixie had nearly passed out at the sight of the blood, and her teacher had sent her to the nurse to breathe into a paper bag for a half hour, and she was so mortified that she’d called her father and said she was sick even though physically she was feeling much better. She and her father had had a Monopoly tournament, and like always, Trixie bought Park Place and Boardwalk and set up hotels and creamed her father.


  This time, though, when the needle went in, Trixie watched from above. She didn’t feel the prick, she didn’t feel woozy. She didn’t feel anything at all, of course, because it wasn’t her.


  When Dr. Roth turned off the lights in the room, Janice stepped forward. “The doctor’s going to use a special light now, a Woods lamp. It won’t hurt.”


  It could have been a thousand needles—Trixie knew she still wouldn’t feel it. But instead, this turned out to be like a tanning booth, except creepier. The light glowed ultraviolet, and when Trixie glanced down at her own bare body, it was covered with purple lines and blotches that hadn’t been visible before. Dr. Roth moistened a long cotton swab and touched it to a spot on her shoulder. She left it on the counter to air-dry, and as it did, Trixie watched her write on the paper sleeve that the swab had been packaged in: Suspected saliva from right shoulder.


  The doctor took swabs from the inside of her cheek and off her tongue. She gently combed Trixie’s hair over a paper towel, folding up the comb inside the towel when she was finished. Dr. Roth slipped another towel underneath her, using a different comb to work through her pubic hair. Trixie had to turn away—it was that embarrassing to watch. “Almost done,” Janice murmured.


  Dr. Roth pulled a pair of stirrups from the end of the examination table. “Have you ever been to a gynecologist, Trixie?” she asked.


  Trixie had an appointment, scheduled for next February, with her mother’s doctor. It’s a health thing, her mother had assured her, which was just fine because Trixie wasn’t planning on discussing her sex life out loud, especially not with her mother. Months ago, when the appointment had been made, Trixie hadn’t even ever kissed a guy.


  “You’re going to feel a little pressure,” Dr. Roth said, folding Trixie’s legs into the stirrups, a human origami that left her stark and open.


  In that instant, Trixie felt what was left of her spirit sinking down from where it had been watching near the ceiling, to take dark root in her beaten body. She could feel Janice’s hand stroking her arm, could feel the doctor’s rubber glove parting the heart of her. For the first time since she’d entered the hospital, she was completely, violently aware of who she was and what had been done to her.


  There was cold steel, and a rasp of flesh. A push from the outside, as her body struggled to keep the speculum out. Trixie tried to kick out with one foot, but she was being held down at the thighs and then there was pain and force and you are breaking me in two.


  “Trixie,” Janice said fiercely. “Trixie, honey, stop fighting. It’s okay. It’s just the doctor.”


  Suddenly the door burst open and Trixie saw her mother, lion-eyed and determined. “Trixie,” Laura said, two syllables that broke in the center.


  Now that Trixie could feel, she wished she couldn’t. The only thing worse than not feeling anything was feeling everything. She started shaking uncontrollably, an atom about to split beneath its own compounded weight; and then she found herself anchored in her mother’s embrace, their hearts beating hard against each other as the doctor and Janice offered to give them a moment of privacy.


  “Where were you?” Trixie cried, an accusation and a question all at once. She started to sob so hard she could not catch her breath.


  Laura’s hands were on the back of Trixie’s neck, in her hair, around the bound of her ribs. “I should have been home,” her mother said. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”


  Trixie wasn’t sure if her mother was apologizing, or just acknowledging her own errors. She should have been home. Maybe then Trixie wouldn’t have chanced lying about going to Zephyr’s; maybe she never would have had the opportunity to steal the sheer blouse. Maybe she would have spent the night in her own bed. Maybe the worst hurt she would have had to nurse was another razor stripe, a self-inflicted wound.


  Her anger surprised her. Maybe none of this had been her mother’s fault, but Trixie pretended it was. Because a mother was supposed to protect her child. Because if Trixie was angry, there was no room left for being scared. Because if it was her mother’s mistake, then it couldn’t be hers.


  Laura folded her arms around Trixie so tight that there was no room for doubt between them. “We’ll get through this,” she promised.


  “I know,” Trixie answered.


  They were both lying, and Trixie thought maybe that was the way it would be, now. In the wake of a disaster, the last thing you needed to do was set off another bomb; instead, you walked through the rubble and told yourself that it wasn’t nearly as bad as it looked. Trixie bit down on her lip. After tonight, she couldn’t be a kid anymore. After tonight, there was no more room in her life for honesty.


  •••


  Daniel was supremely grateful to have been given a job. “She needs a change of clothes,” Janice had said. He was worried about not getting back in time before Trixie was ready, but Janice promised that they would be a while yet.


  He drove back home from the hospital as quickly as he’d driven to it, just in case.


  By the time he reached Bethel, morning had cracked wide open. He drove by the hockey rink and watched it belch out a steady stream of tiny Mites, each followed by a parent-Sherpa lugging an outsized gear bag. He passed an old man skating down the ice of his driveway in his bedroom slippers, out to grab the newspaper. He wove around the parked rigs of hunters culling the woods for winter deer.


  His own house had been left unlocked in the hurry to leave it. The light on the stove hood—the one he’d kept on last night in case Laura came home late—was still burning, although there was enough sunshine to flood the entire kitchen. Daniel turned it off and then headed upstairs to Trixie’s room.


  Years ago, when she’d told him she wanted to fly like the men and women in his comic book drawings, he had given her a sky in which to do it. Trixie’s walls and ceiling were covered with clouds; the hardwood floors were an ethereal cirrus swirl. Somehow, as Trixie got older, she hadn’t outgrown the murals. They seemed to compliment her, a girl too vibrant to be contained by walls. But right now, the clouds that had once seemed so liberating made Daniel feel like he was falling. He anchored himself by holding on to the furniture, weaving from bed to dresser to closet.


  He tried to remember what Trixie liked to wear on weekends when it was snowing, when the single event on the docket was to read the Sunday paper and doze on the couch, but the only outfit he could picture was the one she had been dressed in when he’d found her last night. Gilding the lily, that’s what Laura had called it when Trixie and Zephyr got into her makeup drawer as kids and then paraded downstairs looking like the worst prostitutes in the Combat Zone. Once, he remembered, they’d come with their mouths pale as corpses and asked Laura why she had white lipstick. That’s not lipstick, she’d said, laughing, that’s concealer. It hides zits and dark circles, all the things you don’t want people to see. Trixie had only shaken her head: But why wouldn’t you want people to see your lips?


  Daniel opened a dresser drawer and pulled out a bell-sleeved shirt that was tiny enough to have fit Trixie when she was eight. Had she ever worn this in public?


  He sank down onto the floor, holding the shirt, wondering if all this had been his own fault. He’d forbidden Trixie to buy certain clothes, like the pants she had had on last night, in fact, and that she must have purchased and hidden from him. You saw outfits like those in fashion magazines, outfits so revealing they bordered on porn, in Daniel’s opinion. Women glanced at those photo spreads and wished they looked that way, men glanced at them and wished for women who looked that way, and the sad reality was that most of those models were not women at all, but girls about Trixie’s age.


  Girls who might wear something to a party thinking it was sexy, without considering what it would mean if a guy thought that too.


  He had assumed that a kid who slept with stuffed animals would not also be wearing a thong, but now it occurred to Daniel that long before any comic book penciler had conceived of Copycat or The Changeling or Mystique, shape-shifters existed in the form of teenage girls. One minute you might find your daughter borrowing a cookie sheet to go sledding in the backyard, and the next she’d be online IMing a boy. One minute she’d lean over to kiss you good night, the next she’d tell you she hated you and couldn’t wait to go away to college. One minute she’d be putting on her mother’s makeup, the next she’d be buying her own. Trixie had morphed back and forth between childhood and adolescence so easily that the line between them had gone blurry, so indistinct that Daniel had simply given up trying for a clearer vision.


  He dug way into the back of one of Trixie’s drawers and pulled out a pair of shapeless fleece sweatpants, then a long-sleeved pink T-shirt. With his eyes closed, he fished in her underwear drawer for panties and a bra. As he hurried back to the hospital, he remembered a game he and Trixie used to play when they were stuck in traffic at the Maine tolls, trying to come up with a superhero power for every letter of the alphabet. Amphibious, bulletproof, clairvoyant. Danger sensitive, electromagnetic. Flight. Glow-in-the-dark. Heat vision. Invincibility.


  Jumping over tall buildings. Kevlar skin. Laser sight. Mind control. Never-ending life. Omniscience.


  Pyrokinesis. Quick reflexes. Regeneration. Superhuman strength. Telepathy.


  Underwater breathing. Vanishing. Weather control. X-ray vision. Yelling loud.


  Zero gravity.


  Nowhere in that list was the power to keep your child from growing up. If a superhero couldn’t do it, how could any ordinary man?


  •••


  There was a knock on the examination room door. “It’s Daniel Stone,” Laura heard. “I, um, have Trixie’s clothes.”


  Before Janice could reach the door, Laura opened it. She took in Daniel’s disheveled hair, the shadow of beard on his face, the storm behind his eyes, and thought for a moment she had fallen backward fifteen years.


  “You’re here,” he said.


  “I got the message on my cell.” She took the stack of clothing from his hands and carried it over to Trixie. “I’m just going to talk to Daddy for a minute,” Laura said, and as she moved away, Janice stepped forward to take her place.


  Daniel was waiting outside the door for Laura. “Jason did this?” she turned to him, fever in her eyes. “I want him caught. I want him punished.”


  “Take a number.” Daniel ran a hand down his face. “How is she?”


  “Nearly finished.” Laura leaned against the wall beside him, a foot of space separating them.


  “But how is she?” Daniel repeated.


  “Lucky. The doctor said there wasn’t any internal injury.”


  “Wasn’t she... she was bleeding.”


  “Only a tiny bit. It’s stopped now.” Laura glanced up at Daniel. “You never told me she was sleeping at Zephyr’s last night.”


  “She got invited after you left.”


  “Did you call Zephyr’s mother to—”


  “No,” Daniel interrupted. “And you wouldn’t have, either. She’s gone to Zephyr’s a hundred times before.” His eyes flashed. “If you’re going to accuse me of something, Laura, just do it.”


  “I’m not accusing you—”


  “People in glass houses,” Daniel murmured.


  “What?”


  He moved away from the wall and approached her, backing her into a corner. “Why didn’t you answer when I called your office?”


  Excuses rose inside Laura like bubbles: I was in the restroom. I had taken a sleeping pill. I accidentally turned the ringer off. “I don’t think now is the time—”


  “If this isn’t the time,” Daniel said, his voice aching, “maybe you could give me a number at least. A place I can reach you, you know, in case Trixie gets raped again.”


  Laura stood perfectly still, immobilized by equal parts shame and anger. She thought of the deepest level of hell, the lake of ice that only froze harder the more you tried to work yourself free.


  “Excuse me?”


  Grateful for a distraction, Laura turned toward the voice. A tall, sad-eyed man with sandy hair stood behind her, a man who’d most likely heard every word between her and Daniel. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to interrupt. I’m looking for Mr. and Mrs. Stone?”


  “That’s us,” Laura said. In name, at least.


  The man held out a badge. “I’m Detective Mike Bartholemew. And I’d really like to speak to your daughter.”


  •••


  Daniel had been inside the Bethel police station only once, when he’d chaperoned Trixie’s second-grade class there on a field trip. He remembered the quilt that hung in the lobby, stars sewn to spell out PROTECT AND SERVE, and the booking room, where the whole class had taken a collective grinning mug shot. He had not seen the conference room until this morning—a small, gray cubicle with a reverse mirrored window that some idiot contractor had put in backward, so that from inside, Daniel could see the traffic of cops in the hallway checking their reflections.


  He focused on the winding wheels of the tape recorder. It was easier than concentrating on the words coming out of Trixie’s mouth, an exhaustive description of the previous night. She had already explained how, when she left home, she changed into a different outfit. How there was a posse of players from the hockey team present when she arrived at Zephyr’s, and how, by the end of the evening, it was only the four of them.


  One parent was allowed in with Trixie when she gave her statement. Because Laura had been at the hospital exam—or maybe because of what Daniel had said to her in the hall—she had decided that he should be the one to go. It was only after he was inside that he realized this was more of a trial than an advantage. He had to sit very still and listen to Trixie’s story in excruciating detail, smiling at her in encouragement and telling her she was doing great, when what he really wanted was to grab the detective and ask him why the hell he hadn’t locked up Jason Underhill yet.


  He wondered how, in just an hour’s time, he’d regressed back to being the kind of person he’d been a lifetime ago—someone for whom feeling came before thought, for whom reason was a postscript. He wondered if this happened to all fathers: as their daughters grew up, they slid backward.


  Bartholemew had brewed coffee. He’d brought in a box of tissues, which he put near Trixie, just in case. Daniel liked thinking that Bartholemew had been through this before. He liked knowing that someone had.


  “What were you drinking?” the detective asked Trixie.


  She was wearing the pink shirt and sweatpants that Daniel had brought, plus his coat. He’d forgotten to bring hers back, even when he went home again. “Coke,” Trixie said. “With rum.”


  “Were you using any drugs?”


  She looked down at the table and shook her head.


  “Trixie,” the detective said. “You’re going to have to speak up.”


  “No,” she answered.


  “What happened next?”


  Daniel listened to her describe a girl he didn’t know, one who lap-danced and played strip poker. Her voice flattened under the weight of her bad judgment. “After Zephyr went upstairs with Moss, I figured everyone was gone. I was going to go home, but I wanted to sit down for a minute, because I had a really bad headache. And it turned out Jason hadn’t left. He said he wanted to make sure I was all right. I started to cry.”


  “Why?”


  Her face contorted. “Because we broke up a couple of weeks ago. And being that close to him again... it hurt.”


  Daniel’s head snapped up. “Broke up?”


  Trixie turned at the same time the detective stopped the tape. “Mr. Stone,” Bartholemew said, “I’m going to have to ask you to remain silent.” He nodded at Trixie to continue.


  She let her gaze slide beneath the table. “We... we wound up kissing. I fell asleep for a little while, I guess, because when I woke up, we weren’t near the bathroom anymore... we were on the carpet in the living room. I don’t remember how we got there. That was when he... when he raped me.”


  The last drink that Daniel had had was in 1991, the day before he convinced Laura that he was worth marrying. But before that, he’d had plenty of firsthand knowledge about the faulty reasoning and slurred decisions that swam at the bottom of a bottle. He’d had his share of mornings where he woke up in a house he could not recall arriving at. Trixie might not remember how she got into the living room, but Daniel could tell her exactly how it had happened.


  Detective Bartholemew looked squarely at Trixie. “I know this is going to be difficult,” he said, “but I need you to tell me exactly what happened between you two. Like whether either of you removed any clothing. Or what parts of your body he touched. What you said to him and what he said to you. Things like that.”


  Trixie fiddled with the zipper of Daniel’s battered leather jacket. “He tried to take off my shirt, but I didn’t want him to. I told him that it was Zephyr’s house and that I didn’t feel right fooling around there. He said I was breaking his heart. I felt bad after that, so I let him unhook my bra and touch me, you know... my breasts. He was kissing me the whole time, and that was the good part, the part I wanted, but then he put his hand down my pants. I tried to pull his hand away, but he was too strong.” Trixie swallowed. “He said, ‘Don’t tell me you don’t want this.’”


  Daniel gripped the edge of the table so hard that he thought he would crack the plastic. He took a deep breath in through his mouth and held it. He thought of all the ways it would be possible to kill Jason Underhill.


  “I tried to get away, but he’s bigger than I am, and he pushed me down again. It was like a game to him. He held my hands up over my head and he pulled down my pants. I said I wanted him to stop and he didn’t. And then,” Trixie said, stumbling over the words. “And then he pushed me down hard and he raped me.”


  There was a bullet, Daniel thought, but that would be too easy.


  “Had you ever had sex before?”


  Trixie glanced at Daniel. “No,” she answered. “I started screaming, because it hurt so much. I tried to kick him. But when I did, it hurt more, so I just stayed still and waited for it to be over.”


  Drowning, Daniel thought. Slowly. In a sewer.


  “Did your friend hear you screaming?” Detective Bartholemew asked.


  “I guess not,” Trixie said. “There was music on, pretty loud.”


  No—a rusty knife. A sharp cut to the gut. Daniel had read about men who’d had to live for days, watching their insides being eaten out by infection.


  “Did he use a condom?”


  Trixie shook her head. “He pulled out before he finished. There was blood on the carpet, and on me, too. He was worried about that. He said he didn’t mean to hurt me.”


  Maybe, Daniel mused, he would do all of these things to Jason Underhill. Twice.


  “He got up and found a roll of paper towels so I could clean myself up. Then he took some rug cleaner from under the kitchen sink, and he scrubbed the spot on the carpet. He said we were lucky it wasn’t ruined.”


  And what about Trixie? What magical solution would take away the stain he’d left on her forever?


  “Mr. Stone?”


  Daniel blinked, and he realized that he had become someone else for a moment—someone he hadn’t been for years—and that the detective had been speaking to him. “Sorry.”


  “Could I see you outside?”


  He followed Bartholemew into the hallway of the police station. “Look,” the detective said, “I see this kind of thing a lot.”


  This was news to Daniel. The last rape he could remember in their small town happened over a decade ago and was perpetrated by a hitchhiker.


  “A lot of girls think they’re ready to have sex... but then change their mind, after the fact.”


  It took Daniel a minute to find his voice. “Are you saying... that my daughter’s lying?”


  “No. But I want you to understand that even if Trixie is willing to testify, you might not get the outcome you’re hoping for.”


  “She’s fourteen, for God’s sake,” Daniel said.


  “Kids younger than that are having sex. And according to the medical report, there wasn’t significant internal trauma.”


  “She wasn’t hurt enough?”


  “I’m just saying that given the details—the alcohol, the strip poker, the former relationship with Jason—rape could be a hard sell to a jury. The boy’s going to say it was consensual.”


  Daniel clenched his jaw. “If a murder suspect told you he was innocent, would you just let him walk away?”


  “It’s not quite the same—”


  “No, it’s not. Because the murder victim’s dead and can’t give you any information about what really happened. As opposed to my daughter, the one who’s inside there telling you exactly how she was raped, while you aren’t fucking listening to her.” He opened the door to the conference room to see Trixie with her arms folded on the table, her head resting on her hands.


  “Can we go home?” she asked, groggy.


  “Yes,” Daniel said. “The detective can call us if he needs anything else.” He anchored his arm around Trixie. They were halfway down the hall when Daniel turned around again to face Bartholemew. In the reflection of the backward mirror, he could see their faces, white ovals that hovered like ghosts. “You have any kids?” he asked.


  The detective hesitated, then shook his head.


  “I didn’t think so,” Daniel said, and shepherded Trixie through the door.


  •••


  At home, Laura stripped the sheets off Trixie’s bed and remade it with fresh ones. She found a plaid flannel quilt in the cedar chest in the attic and used that, instead of Trixie’s usual quilt. She picked up the clothes that were tossed on the floor and straightened the books on the nightstand and tried to turn the room into something that would not remind Trixie of yesterday.


  At the last minute, Laura walked toward a shelf and pulled down the stuffed moose that Trixie had slept with until she was ten. Bald in some spots and missing one eye, it had been retired, but Trixie hadn’t quite been able to bring herself to put it into a garage sale pile. Laura settled this squarely between the pillows, as if it might be just that easy to take Trixie back to childhood.


  Then she hauled the laundry downstairs and began to stir it into the washing machine. It was while she was waiting for the barrel to fill with water that she spilled bleach on her skirt, one of her work skirts, part of an expensive suit. Laura watched the color leach from the wool, a scar in the shape of a tear. She swore, then tried to reverse the damage by holding the hem of the skirt under running water in the sink. Finally, defeated, she sank down in front of the humming belly of the Kenmore and burst into tears.


  Had she been so busy keeping her own secret that she didn’t have the time or the inclination to dissolve Trixie’s? What if, instead of seeing Seth, Laura had been here every night? What if she’d quizzed her on her French vocabulary, or carried a cup of hot chocolate to her room, or invited her to sit on the couch and make fun of the hairstyles on an old sitcom? What if Laura had given Trixie a reason to stay home?


  She knew, on some level, that it would not have worked that way. Just because Laura felt like playing übermother did not mean Trixie would choose to join the game: At her age, a mother’s touch couldn’t compare to the brush of a boy’s hand down the valley of your spine. Laura forced herself to picture Jason Underhill’s face. He was a good-looking boy—a tangle of black hair, aquamarine eyes, an athlete’s body. Everyone in Bethel knew him. Even Laura, who wasn’t a devotee of hockey, had seen Jason’s name splashed all over the sports pages of the newspaper. When Daniel had worried about an older boy dating Trixie, Laura had been the one to tell him to relax. She saw kids nearly that age every single day, and she knew that Jason was a catch. He was smart, polite, and crazy about Trixie, she’d told Daniel. What more could you want for your daughter’s first crush?


  But now, when she thought of Jason Underhill, she considered how persuasive those blue eyes might be. How strong an athlete was. She started to twist her thinking, boring it deep as a screw, so that it would truly take hold.


  If all the blame could be pinned on Jason Underhill, then it wasn’t Laura’s fault.


  •••


  Trixie had been awake now for twenty-eight hours straight. Her eyes burned, and her head was too heavy, and her throat was coated with the residue of the story she’d been telling over and over. Dr. Roth had given her a prescription for Xanax, telling her that no matter how exhausted Trixie was, she was most likely going to find it difficult to sleep, and that this was perfectly normal.


  She had, finally, wonderfully, been able to take a shower. She stayed in long enough to use an entire bar of soap. She had tried to scrub down there, but she couldn’t get all the way inside where she still felt dirty. When the doctor had said there was no internal trauma, Trixie had nearly asked her to check again. For a moment, she’d wondered if she’d dreamed the whole thing, if it had never really happened.


  “Hey,” her father said, poking his head into her bedroom door. “You ought to be in bed.”


  Trixie pulled back the covers—her mother had changed her sheets—and crawled inside. Before, getting into bed had been the highlight of her day; she’d always imagined it like some kind of cloud or gentle nest where she could just let go of all the stress of acting cool and looking perfect and saying the right things. But now, it loomed like a torture device, a place where she’d close her eyes and have to replay what had happened over and over, like a closed-circuit TV.


  Her mother had left her old stuffed moose on top of the pillows. Trixie squeezed it against her chest. “Daddy?” she asked. “Can you tuck me in?”


  He had to work at it, but he managed to smile. “Sure.”


  When Trixie was little, her father had always left her a riddle to fall asleep on, and then he’d give her the answer at breakfast. What gets bigger the more you take away from it? A hole. What’s black when you buy it, red when you use it, and gray when you throw it away? Charcoal.


  “Could you maybe talk to me for a little while?” Trixie asked.


  It wasn’t that she wanted to talk, really. It was that she didn’t want to be left alone in this room with only herself for company.


  Trixie’s father smoothed back her hair. “Don’t tell me you’re not exhausted.”


  Don’t tell me you don’t want this, Jason had said.


  She suddenly remembered one of her father’s nighttime riddles: The answer is yes, but what I mean is no. What is the question?


  And the solution: Do you mind?


  Her father notched the covers beneath her chin. “I’ll send Mom in to say good night,” he promised, and he reached over to turn off the lamp.


  “Leave it on,” Trixie said, panicking. “Please.”


  He stopped abruptly, his hand hovering in the air. Trixie stared at the bulb, until she couldn’t see anything but the kind of brilliant light everyone says comes for you when you’re about to die.


  •••


  The absolute worst job, if you asked Mike Bartholemew, was having to go tell a parent that his or her kid had been in a fatal car crash or had committed suicide or OD’d. There just weren’t words to hold up that kind of pain, and the recipient of the news would stand there, staring at him, certain she’d heard wrong. The second absolute worst job, in his opinion, was dealing with rape victims. He couldn’t listen to any of their statements without feeling guilty for sharing the same gender as the perp. And even if he could collect enough evidence to merit a trial, and even if there was a conviction, you could bet it wouldn’t be for very long. In most cases, the victim was still in therapy when the rapist got done serving his sentence.


  The thing that most people didn’t understand, if they weren’t in his line of work, was that a rape victim and a victim of a fatal accident were both gone, forever. The difference was that the rape victim still had to go through the motions of being alive.


  He climbed the stairs over the smoothie bar to the interim apartment he’d rented after the divorce, the one he swore he’d live in for only six months but that had turned out to be his home for six years. It wasn’t furnished—the less appealing it was, the easier Mike figured it would be to get motivated to leave it—but he had a futon that he usually left open as a bed, and a beanbag chair and a TV that he left running 24/7 so that Ernestine would have something to listen to when he was at work.


  “Ernie?” he called out as soon as his keys turned in the lock. “I’m back.”


  She wasn’t on the futon, where he’d left her when the call came in this morning. Mike stripped off his tie and walked toward the bathroom. He drew back the shower curtain to find the potbellied pig asleep in the bottom of the tub. “Miss me?” he asked.


  The pig opened one eye and grunted.


  “You know, the only reason I came home was to take you for a walk,” Mike said, but the pig had fallen back asleep.


  He had a warrant in his pocket—Trixie’s statement, plus the presence of semen, was enough probable cause to arrest Jason Underhill. He even knew where the kid was, just like everyone in the town who was following the high school hockey team’s stellar exploits. But he had to come home first to let Ernie out. At least that’s what he’d told himself.


  Do you have any kids? Daniel Stone had asked.


  Mike turned off the television and sat in silence for a few moments. Then he went to the one closet in the apartment and pulled down a cardboard box.


  Inside the box was a pillow from Mike’s daughter’s bed, one that he’d stuffed into an enormous plastic evidence bag. He broke the ziplocked seal and inhaled deeply. It hardly smelled like her anymore at all, in spite of the great care he had taken.


  Suddenly, Ernestine came running. She skidded across the floor, scrambling over to the futon where Mike sat. Her snout went into the plastic bag with the pillow, and Mike wondered if she could scent something he couldn’t. The pig looked up at Mike.


  “I know,” he said. “I miss her, too.”


  •••


  Daniel sat in the kitchen with a bottle of sherry in front of him. He hated sherry, but it was the only liquid with alcoholic content in this house right now. He had already burned through half the bottle, and it was a large one, something Laura liked to use when she made stir-fry chicken. He didn’t feel drunk, though. He only felt like a failure.


  Fatherhood was the entire foundation Daniel had reinvented himself upon. When he thought about being a parent, he saw a baby’s hand spread like a star on his chest. He saw the tightness between the kite and the spool of string that held it. Finding out that he’d fallen short of his responsibility for protecting his daughter made him wonder how he’d gone so long fooling himself into believing he had truly changed.


  The part of himself that he’d thought he’d exorcised turned out to have been only lying in the shallow grave where old personalities went to be discarded. With the sherry lighting his way, Daniel could see that now. He could feel anger building like steam.


  The new Daniel, the father Daniel, had answered the detective’s questions and trusted the police to do what they were supposed to, because that was the best way to ensure the safety of his child. But the old Daniel... well, he never would have trusted anyone else to complete a job that rightfully belonged to him. He would have fought back in revenge, kicking and screaming.


  In fact, he often had.


  Daniel stood up and shrugged on his jacket just as Laura walked into the kitchen. She took one look at the bottle of sherry on the table, and then at him. “You don’t drink.”


  Daniel stared at her. “Didn’t,” he corrected.


  “Where are you going?”


  He didn’t answer her. He didn’t owe her an explanation. He didn’t owe anyone anything. This was not about payment, it was about payback.


  Daniel opened the door and hurried out to his truck. Jason Underhill would be at the town rink, right now, getting dressed for the Saturday afternoon game.


  •••


  Because Trixie asked, Laura waited for her to fall asleep. She came downstairs in time to see Daniel leave, and he didn’t have to tell her where he was headed. Even worse, Laura wasn’t sure she would have stopped him.


  Biblical justice was antiquated, or so she had been taught. You couldn’t hack off the hand of a thief; you couldn’t stone a murderer to death. A more advanced society took care of its justice in a courtroom—something Laura had advocated until about five hours ago. A trial might be more civilized, but emotionally, it couldn’t possibly pack as much satisfaction.


  She tried to imagine what Daniel might do if he found Jason, but she couldn’t. It had been so long since Daniel had been anything but quiet and mild-mannered that she had completely forgotten the shadow that had once clung to him, so dark and unpredictable that she’d had to come closer for a second glance. Laura felt the same way she had last Christmas when she’d hung one of Trixie’s baby shoes on the tree as an ornament: wistful, aware that her daughter had once been tiny enough to fit into this slipper but unable to hold that picture in her head along with the one in front of her eyes—a teenage Trixie dancing around the balsam in her bare feet, stringing white lights in her wake.


  She tried to sit down with a book, but she reread the same page four times. She turned on the television but could not find the humor in any canned jokes.


  A moment later, she found herself at the computer, Googling the word rape.


  There were 10,900,000 hits, and immediately that made Laura feel better. Strength in numbers: She was not the only mother who’d felt this way; Trixie was not the only victim. The Web sites rooted this godawful word, and all the suffocating aftershocks that hung from it like Spanish moss.


  She started clicking: One out of every six American women has been the victim of an attempted or a completed rape in her lifetime, adding up to 17.7 million people.


  Sixty-six percent of rape victims know their assailant. Forty-eight percent are raped by a friend.


  Twenty percent of rapes take place at the home of a friend, neighbor, or relative.


  More than half occur within a mile of the victim’s home.


  Eighty percent of rape victims are under age thirty. Girls between ages sixteen and nineteen are four times more likely than the general population to be victims of sexual assault.


  Sixty-one percent of rapes are not reported to the police. If a rape is reported, there’s a 50.8 percent chance that an arrest will be made. If an arrest is made, there’s an 80 percent chance of prosecution. If there’s a prosecution, there’s a 58 percent chance of felony conviction. If there’s a felony conviction, there’s a 69 percent chance that the rapist will actually spend time in jail. Of the 39 percent of rapes that are reported to police, then, there’s only a 16.3 percent chance that the rapist will wind up in prison. If you factor in all the unreported rapes, 94 percent of rapists walk free.


  Laura stared at the screen, at the cursor blinking on one of the multiple percent signs. Trixie was one of these numbers now, one of these percents. She wondered how it was that she’d never truly studied this statistical symbol before: a figure split in two, a pair of empty circles on either side.


  •••


  Daniel had to park far away from the entrance to the municipal rink, which wasn’t surprising on a Saturday afternoon. High school hockey games in Bethel, Maine, drew the same kind of crowds high school football did in Midwestern communities. There were girls standing in the lobby, fixing their lipstick in the reflection of the plate-glass windows, and toddlers weaving through the denim forest of grown-up legs. The grizzled man who sold hot dogs and nachos and Swiss Miss cocoa had taken up residence behind the kitchenette and was singing Motown as he ladled sauerkraut into a bun.


  Daniel walked through the crowd as if he were invisible, staring at the proud parents and spirited students who had come to cheer on their hometown heroes. He followed the swell of the human tide through the double doors of the lobby, the ones that opened into the rink. He didn’t have a plan, really. What he wanted was to feel Jason Underhill’s flesh under his fists. To smack his head up against the wall and scare him into contrition.


  Daniel was just about to swing inside the home team’s locker room when the door opened beneath his hand. He flattened himself up against the boards in time to see Detective Bartholemew leading Jason Underhill out. The kid was still wearing his hockey gear, in his stocking feet, carrying his skates in one hand. His face was flushed and his eyes were trained on the rubber mats on the floor. The coach followed close behind, yelling, “If it’s just a chat, damn it, you could wait till after the game!”


  Gradually, the people in the stands noticed Jason’s departure and grew quiet, unsure of what they were watching. One man—Jason’s father, presumably—pushed down from the bleachers and started running toward his son.


  Daniel stood very still for a moment, certain that Bartholemew hadn’t seen him, until the detective turned back and looked him straight in the eye. By now the crowd was buzzing with speculation; the air around Daniel’s ears was pounding like a timpani—but for that moment, the two men existed in a vacuum, acknowledging each other with the smallest of nods and the quiet understanding that each of them would do what he had to.


  •••


  “You went to the rink, didn’t you,” Laura said, as soon as Daniel stepped through the door.


  He nodded and busied himself with unzipping his coat, hanging it carefully on one of the pegs in the mudroom.


  “Are you going to tell me what happened?”


  Vengeance was a funny thing: You wanted the satisfaction of knowing it had occurred, but you never wanted to actually hear the words out loud, because then you’d have to admit to yourself that you’d wanted proof, and that somehow made you baser, less civilized. Daniel found himself staring at Laura as he sank to the stairs. “Shouldn’t I be asking you that?” he said quietly.


  Just that quickly, this had become a different conversation, a train run off its course. Laura stepped back as if he’d struck her, and bright spots of color rose on her cheeks. “How long have you known?”


  Daniel shrugged. “A while, I guess.”


  “Why didn’t you say anything?”


  He had asked himself the same question in the last few days a hundred times over. He’d pretended not to see all the late nights, the disconnections, because then he’d have been forced to make a choice: Could you really love someone who was capable of falling in love with somebody else?


  But there had been a point in his relationship with Laura where Daniel had been irredeemable, and she had believed he could change. Did he owe her any less? And for that matter, if he let his anger and his shame get the best of him and threw her out of the house, wouldn’t he be acting on adrenaline, the way he used to when he lost control?


  It was this simple: If he couldn’t forgive Laura—if he let himself be consumed by this—he was behaving like the kind of man he used to be.


  But he did not have the words to say all this. “If I’d said something about it,” Daniel said, “then you would have told me it was true.”


  “It’s over, if that means anything.”


  He looked up at Laura, his gaze narrow. “Because of Trixie?”


  “Before.” She moved across the brick floor, her arms folded across her chest, and stood in a shaft of fading light. “I broke it off the night that she... that Trixie...” Her sentence unraveled at its edge.


  “Were you fucking him the night our daughter was raped?”


  “Jesus, Daniel—”


  “Were you? Is that why you didn’t answer the phone when I was trying to tell you about Trixie?” A muscle tightened along the column of Daniel’s throat. “What’s his name, Laura? I think you owe me that much. I think I ought to know who you wanted when you stopped wanting me.”


  Laura turned away from him. “I want to stop talking about this.”


  Suddenly, Daniel was on his feet, pinning Laura against the wall, his body a fortress, his anger an electric current. He grabbed Laura’s upper arms and shook her so hard that her head snapped back and her eyes went wide with fear. He threw her own words back at her: “What you want,” he said, his voice raw. “What you want?”


  Then Laura shoved at him, stronger than he’d given her credit for being. She circled him, never losing eye contact, a lion tamer unwilling to turn her back on the beast. It was enough to bring Daniel to his senses. He stared down at his hands—the ones that had seized her—as if they belonged to someone else.


  In that instant, he was standing again in the spring bog behind the school in Akiak, striped with mud and blood, holding his fists high. During the fight, he’d broken two ribs, he had lost a tooth, he had opened a gash over his left eye. He was weaving, but he wasn’t about to give in to the pain. Who else, Daniel had challenged, until one by one, their hot black gazes fell to the ground like stones.


  Shaken, Daniel tried to shove the violence back from wherever it had spilled, but it was like repacking a parachute—part of it trailed between him and Laura, a reminder that the next time he jumped off that cliff of emotion, he might not wind up safe. “I didn’t mean to hurt you,” he muttered. “I’m sorry.”


  Laura bowed her head, but not before he saw the tears in her eyes. “Oh, Daniel,” she said. “Me too.”


  •••


  Trixie slept through Jason Underhill’s unofficial interrogation in the lobby of the hockey rink, and the moment shortly thereafter when he was officially taken into custody. She slept while the secretary at the police department took her lunch break and called her husband on the phone to tell him who’d been booked not ten minutes before. She slept as that man told his coworkers at the paper mill that Bethel might not win the Maine State hockey championship after all, and why. She was still sleeping when one of the millworkers had a beer on the way home that night with his brother, a reporter for the Augusta Tribune, who made a few phone calls and found out that a warrant had indeed been sworn out that morning, charging a minor with gross sexual assault. She slept while the reporter phoned the Bethel PD pretending to be the father of a girl who’d been in earlier that day to give a statement, asking if he’d left a hat behind. “No, Mr. Stone,” the secretary had said, “but I’ll call you if it turns up.”


  Trixie continued to sleep while the story was filed, while it was printed. She stayed asleep while the paper was bound with string and sent off in newspaper vans, tossed from the windows of the delivery boys’ ratty Hondas. She was asleep still the next morning when everyone in Bethel read the front page. But by then, they already knew why Jason Underhill had been summoned away from a Bethel High School hockey game the previous day. They knew that Roy Underhill had hired his son a Portland lawyer and was telling anyone who’d listen that his son had been framed. And even though the article was ethical enough never to refer to her by name, everyone knew that it was Trixie Stone, still asleep, who had set this tragedy in motion.


  •••


  Because Jason was seventeen, the district court judge was sitting as a juvenile judge. And because Jason was seventeen, the courtroom was closed to spectators. Jason was wearing the brand-new blazer and tie his mother had bought him for college interviews. He’d gotten a haircut. His attorney had made sure of that, said sometimes a judge’s decisions could hinge on something as frivolous as whether or not he could see your eyes.


  Dutch Oosterhaus, his lawyer, was so smooth that every now and then Jason was tempted to look at the floor as he walked by, to see if he’d left a slick trail. He wore shoes that squeaked and the kind of shirts that required cuff links. But his father said Dutch was the best in the state and that he’d be able to make this mess go away.


  Jason didn’t know what the hell Trixie was trying to pull. They had been going at it, full force—consensual, Dutch called it. If that was how she communicated no, then it was a foreign language Jason had never learned.


  And yet. Jason tried to hide the way his hands were shaking under the table. He tried to look confident and maybe a little bit pissed off, when in fact he was so scared he felt like he could throw up at any moment.


  The district attorney made him think of a shark. She had a wide, flat face and blond hair that was nearly white, but it was the teeth that did it—they were pointy and large and looked like they’d be happy to rip into a person. Her name was Marita Soorenstad, and she had a brother who’d been a legend about ten years ago on the Bethel hockey team, although it hadn’t seemed to soften her any toward Jason himself. “Your Honor,” she said, “although the State isn’t asking for the defendant to be held at a detention facility, there are several conditions we’d ask for. We’d like to make sure that he has no contact with the victim or her family. We’d prefer that he enter a drug and alcohol treatment program. With the exception of the academic school day, the State would like to request that the defendant not be allowed to leave his house—which would include attending sporting events.”


  The judge was an older man with a bad comb-over. “I’m going to pick and choose the conditions of release, Mr. Underhill. If you violate any of them, you’re going to be locked up in Portland. You understand?”


  Jason swallowed hard and nodded.


  “You are not to have any contact with the victim or her family. You are to be in bed, alone, by ten P.M. You will steer clear of alcohol and drugs, and will begin mandatory substance abuse counseling. But as for the State’s request for house arrest... I’m disinclined to agree to that. No need to ruin the Buccaneers’ chance for a repeat state championship when there will be plenty of other people around the rink in a supervisory context.” He closed the folder. “We’re adjourned.”


  Behind him, Jason could hear his mother weeping. Dutch started packing up his files and stepped across the aisle to speak to the Shark. Jason thought of Trixie, kissing him first that night at Zephyr’s. He thought of Trixie hours before that, sobbing in his car, saying that without him, her life was over.


  Had she been planning, even then, to end his?


  •••


  Two days after being sexually assaulted, Trixie felt her life crack, unequally, along the fault line of the rape. The old Trixie Stone used to be a person who dreamed of flying and wanted, when she got old enough, to jump out of a plane and try it. The new Trixie couldn’t even sleep with the light off. The old Trixie liked wearing T-shirts that hugged her tight; the new Trixie went to her father’s dresser for a sweatshirt that she could hide beneath. The old Trixie sometimes showered twice a day, so that she could smell like the pear soap that her mother always put in her Christmas stocking. The new Trixie felt dirty, no matter how many times she scrubbed herself. The old Trixie felt like part of a group. The new Trixie felt alone, even when she was surrounded by people. The old Trixie would have taken one look at the new Trixie and dismissed her as a total loser.


  There was a knock on her door. That was new, too—her father used to just stick his head in, but even he’d become sensitive to the fact that she jumped at her own shadow. “Hey,” he said. “You feel up to company?”


  She didn’t, but she nodded, thinking he meant himself, until he pushed the door wider and she saw that woman Janice, the sexual assault advocate who’d been at the hospital with her. She was wearing a sweater with a jack-o’-lantern on it, although it was closer to Christmas, and enough eyeshadow to cover a battalion of super-models. “Oh,” Trixie said. “It’s you.”


  She sounded rude, and there was something about that that made a little spark flare under her heart. Being a bitch felt surprisingly good, a careful compromise that nearly made up for the fact that she couldn’t ever be herself again.


  “I’ll just, um, let you two talk,” Trixie’s father said, and even though she tried to send him silent urgent messages with her eyes to keep him from leaving her alone with this woman, he couldn’t hear her SOS.


  “So,” Janice said, after he closed the door. “How are you holding up?”


  Trixie shrugged. How had she not noticed at the hospital how much this woman’s voice annoyed her? Like a Zen canary.


  “I guess you’re still sort of overwhelmed. That’s perfectly normal.”


  “Normal,” Trixie repeated sarcastically. “Yeah, that’s exactly how I’d describe myself right now.”


  “Normal’s relative,” Janice said.


  If it was relative, Trixie thought, then it was the crazy uncle that nobody could stand to be around at family functions, the one who talked about himself in the third person and ate only blue foods and whom everyone else made fun of on the way home.


  “It’s a whole bunch of baby steps. You’ll get there.”


  For the past forty-eight hours, Trixie had felt like she was swimming underwater. She would hear people talking and it might as well have been Croatian for all that she could understand the words. When it got to be too quiet, she was sure that she heard Jason’s voice, soft as smoke, curling into her ear.


  “It gets a little easier every day,” Janice said, and Trixie all of a sudden hated her with a passion. What the hell did Janice know? She wasn’t sitting here, so tired that the insides of her bones ached. She didn’t understand how even right now, Trixie wished she could fall asleep, because the only thing she had to look forward to was the five seconds when she woke up in the morning and hadn’t remembered everything, yet.


  “Sometimes it helps to get it all out,” Janice suggested. “Play an instrument. Scream in the shower. Write it all down in a journal.”


  The last thing Trixie wanted to do was write about what had happened, unless she got to burn it when she was done.


  “Lots of women find it helpful to join a survivors’ group...”


  “So we can all sit around and talk about how we feel like shit?” Trixie exploded. Suddenly she wanted Janice to crawl back from whatever hole good Samaritans came from. She didn’t want to make believe that she had a snowball’s chance in hell of fitting back into her room, her life, this world. “You know,” she said, “this has been real, but I think I’d rather contemplate suicide or something fun like that. I don’t need you checking up on me.”


  “Trixie—”


  “You have no idea what I feel like,” Trixie shouted. “So don’t stand here and pretend we’re in this together. You weren’t there that night. That was just me.”


  Janice stepped forward, until she was close enough for Trixie to touch. “It was 1972 and I was fifteen. I was walking home and I took a shortcut through the elementary school playground. There was a man there and he said he’d lost his dog. He wanted to know if I’d help him look. When I was underneath the slide, he knocked me down and raped me.”


  Trixie stared at her, speechless.


  “He kept me there for three hours. The whole time, all I could think about was how I used to play there after school. The boys and the girls always kept to separate sides of the jungle gym. We used to dare each other. We’d run up to the boys’ side, and then back to safety.”


  Trixie looked down at her feet. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.


  “Baby steps,” Janice said.


  •••


  That weekend, Laura learned that there are no cosmic referees. Time-outs do not get called, not even when your world has taken a blow that renders you senseless. The dishwasher still needs to be emptied and the hamper overflows with dirty clothes and the high school buddy you haven’t spoken to in six months calls to catch up, not realizing that you cannot tell her what’s been going on in your life without breaking down. The twelve students in your class section still expect you to show up on Monday morning.


  Laura had anticipated hunkering down with Trixie, protecting her while she licked her wounds. However, Trixie wanted to be by herself, and that left Laura wandering a house that was really Daniel’s domain. They were still dancing around each other, a careful choreography that involved leaving a room the moment he entered, lest they have to truly communicate.


  “I’m going to take a leave of absence from the college,” she had told Daniel on Sunday, when he was reading the newspaper. But hours later, when they were lying on opposite sides of the bed—that tremendous elephant of the affair snug between them—he had brought it up again. “Maybe you shouldn’t,” he said.


  She had looked at him carefully, not sure what he was trying to imply. Did he not want her around 24/7, because it was too uncomfortable? Did he think she cared more about her career than her daughter?


  “Maybe it will help Trixie,” he added, “if she sees that it’s business as usual.”


  Laura had looked up at the ceiling, at a watermark in the shape of a penguin. “What if she needs me?”


  “Then I’ll call you,” Daniel replied coolly. “And you can come right home.”


  His words were a slap—the last time he’d called her, she hadn’t answered.


  The next morning, she fished for a pair of stockings and one of her work skirts. She packed a breakfast she could eat in the car and she left Trixie a note. As she drove, she became aware of how the more distance she put between herself and her home, the lighter she felt—until by the time she reached the gates of the college, she was certain that the only thing anchoring her was her seat belt.


  When Laura arrived at her classroom, the students were already clustered around the table, involved in a heated discussion. She’d missed this easy understanding of who she was, where she belonged, the comfort of intellectual sparring. Snippets of the conversation bled into the hallway. I heard from my cousin, who goes to the high school... crucified... had it coming. For a moment Laura hesitated outside the door, wondering how she could have been naïve enough to believe this horrible thing had happened to Trixie, when in truth it had happened to all three of them. Taking a deep breath, she walked into the room, and twelve pairs of eyes turned to her in utter silence.


  “Don’t stop on my account,” she said evenly.


  The undergraduates shifted uncomfortably. Laura had so badly wanted to settle into the comfort zone of academia—a place so fixed and immutable that Laura would be assured she could pick up just where she left off—but to her surprise, she no longer seemed to fit. The college was the same; so were the students. It was Laura herself who’d changed.


  “Professor Stone,” one of the students said, “are you okay?” Laura blinked as their faces swam into focus before her. “No,” she said, suddenly exhausted by the thought of having to deceive anyone else anymore. “I’m not.” Then she stood up—leaving her notes, her coat, and her baffled class—and walked into the striking snow, heading back to where she should have been all along.


  •••


  “Do it,” Trixie said, and she squeezed her eyes shut.


  She was at Live and Let Dye, a salon within walking distance of her home that catered to the blue-haired set and that, under normal circumstances, she wouldn’t have been caught dead in. But this was her first venture out of the house, and in spite of the fact that Janice had given her father a pamphlet about how not to be overprotective, he was reluctant to let Trixie go too far. “If you’re not back in an hour,” her father had said, “I’m coming after you.”


  She imagined him, even now, waiting by the bay window that offered the best view of their street, so that he’d see her the minute she came back into view. But she’d made it this far, and she wasn’t going to let the outing go to waste. Janice had said that when it came to making a decision, she should make a list of pros and cons—and as far as Trixie could tell, anything that made her forget the girl she used to be could only be a good thing.


  “You’ve got quite a tail here,” the ancient hairdresser said. “You could donate it to Locks of Love.”


  “What’s that?”


  “A charity that makes wigs for cancer patients.”


  Trixie stared at herself in the mirror. She liked the idea of helping someone who might actually be worse off than she was. She liked the idea of someone who was worse off than she was, period.


  “Okay,” Trixie said. “What do I have to do?”


  “We take care of it,” the hairdresser said. “You just give me your name, so that the charity can send you a nice thank-you card.”


  If she’d been thinking clearly—which, let’s face it, she wasn’t—Trixie would have made up an alias. But maybe the staff at Live and Let Dye didn’t read the newspapers, or ever watch anything but The Golden Girls, because the hairdresser didn’t bat a fake eyelash when Trixie told her who she was. She fastened a string around Trixie’s waist-length hair and tied it to a little card printed with her name. Then she held up the scissors. “Say good-bye,” the hairdresser said.


  Trixie drew in her breath at the first cut. Then she noticed how much lighter she felt without all that hair to weigh her down. She imagined what it would be like to have her hair so short that she could feel the wind rushing past the backs of her ears. “I want a buzz cut,” Trixie announced.


  The hairdresser faltered. “Darlin’,” she said, “that’s for boys.”


  “I don’t care,” Trixie said.


  The hairdresser sighed. “Let me see if I can make us both happy.”


  Trixie closed her eyes and felt the hairdresser’s scissors chatter around her head. Hair tumbled down in soft strawberry tufts, like the feathers of a bird shot out of the sky. “Good-bye,” she whispered.


  •••


  They had bought the king-sized bed when Trixie was three and spent more time running from nightmares in her own bed straight into the buffer zone of their own. It had seemed a good idea at the time. Back then, they had still been thinking about having more kids, and it seemed to say married with a finality that you couldn’t help but admire. And yet, they had fallen in love in a dormitory bed, on a twin mattress. They had slept so close to each other that their body heat would rise each night like a spirit on the ceiling, and they’d wake up with the covers kicked off on the floor. Given that, it was amazing to think that with all the space between them now, they were still too close for comfort.


  Daniel knew that Laura was still awake. She had come home from the college almost immediately after she’d left, and she hadn’t given him an explanation why. As for Daniel, she’d spoken to him only sporadically, economic transactions of information: had Trixie eaten (no); did she say anything else (no); did the police call (no, but Mrs. Walstone from the end of the block had, as if this was any of her business). Immediately, she’d thrown herself into a tornado of activity: cleaning the bathrooms, vacuuming underneath the couch cushions, watching Trixie come back through the door with that hatchet job of a haircut and swallowing her shock enough to suggest a game of Monopoly. It was, he realized, as if she was trying to make up for her absence these past few months, as if she’d judged herself and meted out a sentence.


  Now, lying in bed, he wondered how two people could be just a foot of distance away from each other but a million miles apart. “They knew,” Laura said.


  “Who?”


  “Everyone. At school.” She rolled toward him, so that in the plush dark he could make out the green of her eyes. “They all were talking about it.”


  Daniel could have told her that none of this would go away, not until he and Laura and even Trixie could get past it. He had learned this when he was eleven years old, and Cane’s grandfather took him on his first moose hunt. At dusk, they’d set out on the Kuskokwim River in the small aluminum boat. Daniel was dropped off at one bend, Cane at another, to cover more ground.


  He had huddled in the willows, wondering how long it would be before Cane and his grandfather came back, wondering if they ever would. When the moose stepped delicately out of the greenery—spindled legs, brindled back, bulbous nose—Daniel’s heart had started to race. He’d lifted his rifle and thought, I want this, more than anything.


  At that moment, the moose slipped into the wall of willows and disappeared.


  On the ride home, when Cane and his grandfather learned what had happened, they muttered kass’aq and shook their heads. Didn’t Daniel know that if you thought about what you were hunting while you were hunting it, you might as well be telegraphing to the animal that you were there?


  At first, Daniel had shrugged this off as Yup’ik Eskimo superstition—like having to lick your bowl clean so you wouldn’t slip on ice, or eating the tails of fish to become a fast runner. But as he grew older, he learned that a word was a powerful thing. An insult didn’t have to be shouted at you to make you bleed; a vow didn’t have to be whispered to you to make you believe. Hold a thought in your head, and that was enough to change the actions of anyone and anything that crossed your path.


  “If we want things to be normal,” Daniel said, “we have to act like we’re already there.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Maybe Trixie should go back to school.”


  Laura came up on an elbow. “You must be joking.”


  Daniel hesitated. “Janice suggested it. It isn’t much good to sit around here all day, reliving what happened.”


  “She’ll see him, in school.”


  “There’s a court order in place; Jason can’t go near her. She has as much right to be there as he does.”


  There was a long silence. “If she goes back,” Laura said finally, “it has to be because she wants to.”


  Daniel had the sudden sense that Laura was speaking not only of Trixie but also herself. It was as if Trixie’s rape was a constant fall of leaves they were so busy raking away they could ignore the fact that beneath them, the ground was no longer solid.


  The night pressed down on Daniel. “Did you bring him here? To this bed?”


  Laura’s breathing caught. “No.”


  “I picture him with you, and I don’t even know what he looks like.”


  “It was a mistake, Daniel—”


  “Mistakes are something that happen by accident. You didn’t walk out the door one morning and fall into some guy’s bed. You thought about it, for a while. You made that choice.”


  The truth had scorched Daniel’s throat, and he found himself breathing hard.


  “I made the choice to end it, too. To come back.”


  “Am I supposed to thank you for that?” He flung an arm across his eyes, better to be blind.


  Laura’s profile was cast in silver. “Do you... do you want me to move out?”


  He had thought about it. There was a part of him that did not want to see her in the bathroom brushing her teeth, or setting the kettle on the stove. It was too ordinary, a mirage of a marriage. But there was another part of him that no longer remembered who he used to be without Laura. In fact, it was because of her that he’d become the kind of man he now was. It was like any other dual dynamic that was part and parcel of his art: You couldn’t have strength without weakness; you couldn’t have light without dark; you couldn’t have love without loss. “I don’t think it would be good for Trixie if you left right now,” Daniel said finally.


  Laura rolled over to face him. “What about you? Would it be good for you?”


  Daniel stared at her. Laura had been inked onto his life, as indelible as any tattoo. It wouldn’t matter if she was physically present or not; he would carry her with him forever. Trixie was proof of that. But he’d folded enough loads of laundry during Oprah and Dr. Phil to know how infidelity worked. Betrayal was a stone beneath the mattress of the bed you shared, something you felt digging into you no matter how you shifted position. What was the point of being able to forgive, when deep down, you both had to admit you’d never forget?


  When Daniel didn’t respond to her, Laura rolled onto her back. “Do you hate me?”


  “Sometimes.”


  “Sometimes I hate myself, too.”


  Daniel pretended that he could hear Trixie’s breathing, even and untroubled, through the bedroom wall. “Was it really so bad? The two of us?”


  Laura shook her head.


  “Then why did you do it?”


  For a long time, she did not answer. Daniel assumed she’d fallen asleep. But then her voice pricked on the edges of the stars strung outside the window. “Because,” she said, “he reminded me of you.”


  •••


  Trixie knew that at the slightest provocation, she could stand up and walk out of class and head down to the office for refuge without any teacher even blinking. She had been given her father’s cell phone. Call me anytime, he said, and I will be there before you hang up. She had stumbled through an awkward conversation with the school principal, who phoned to tell her that he would certainly do his best to make Bethel High a haven of safety for her. To that end, she was no longer taking psych with Jason; she had an independent study instead in the library. She could write a report on anything. Right now, she was thinking of a topic: Girls Who Would Rather Disappear.


  “I’m sure that Zephyr and your other friends will be happy to see you,” her father said. Neither of them mentioned that Zephyr hadn’t called, not once, to see how she was doing. Trixie tried to convince herself that was because Zephyr felt guilty, with the fight they’d had and what had happened afterward as a direct result. She didn’t explain to her father that she didn’t really have any other friends in the ninth grade. She’d been too busy filling her world with Jason to maintain old relationships, or to bother starting new ones.


  “What if I’ve changed my mind?” Trixie asked softly.


  Her father looked at her. “Then I’ll take you home. It’s that easy, Trix.”


  She glanced out the car window. It was snowing, a fine fat-flaked dusting that hung in the trees and softened the edges of the landscape. The cold seeped through the stocking cap she wore—who knew her hair had actually kept her so warm? She kept forgetting she’d cut it all off in all the smallest ways: when she looked in the mirror and got the shock of her life, when she tried to pull a long nonexistent ponytail out from beneath the collar of her coat. To be honest, she looked horrible—the short cap of hair made her eyes look even bigger and more anxious; the severity of the cut was better suited to a boy—but Trixie liked it. If people were going to stare, she wanted to know it was because she looked different, not because she was different.


  The gates of the school came into view through the windshield wipers, the student parking lot to the right. Under the cover of snow, the cars looked like a sea of beached whales. She wondered which one was Jason’s. She imagined him inside the building already, where he’d been for two whole days longer than her, sowing the seeds of his side of the story that by now, surely, had grown into a thicket.


  Her father pulled to the curb. “I’ll walk you in,” he said.


  All live wires inside Trixie tripped. Could there be anything that screamed out loser! more than a rape victim who had to be walked into school by her daddy? “I can do it myself,” she insisted, but when she went to unbuckle her seat belt she found that her mind couldn’t make her fingers do the work they needed to.


  Suddenly she felt her father’s hands on the fastenings, the harness coming free. “If you want to go home,” he said gently, “that’s okay.”


  Trixie nodded, hating the tears that welled at the base of her throat. “I know.”


  It was stupid to be scared. What could possibly happen inside that school that was any worse than what already had? But you could reason with yourself all day and still have butterflies in your stomach.


  “When I was growing up in the village,” Trixie’s father said, “the place we lived was haunted.”


  Trixie blinked. She could count on one hand the number of times in her life that her father had talked about growing up in Alaska. There were certain remnants of his childhood that labeled him as different—like the way, if it got too loud, he’d have to leave the room, and the obsession he had with conserving water even though they had an endless supply through their home well. Trixie knew this much: Her father had been the only white boy in a native Yup’ik Eskimo village called Akiak. His mother, who raised him by herself, had taught school there. He had left Alaska when he was eighteen, and he swore he’d never go back.


  “Our house was attached to the school. The last person who’d lived in it was the old principal, who’d hanged himself from a beam in the kitchen. Everyone knew about it. Sometimes, in the school, the audiovisual equipment would turn on even when it was unplugged. Or the basketballs lying on the floor of the gym would start to bounce by themselves. In our house, drawers would fly open every now and then, and sometimes you could smell aftershave, out of nowhere.” Trixie’s father looked up at her. “The Yupiit are afraid of ghosts. Sometimes, in school, I’d see kids spit into the air, to check if the ghost was close enough to steal their saliva. Or they’d walk around the building three times so that the ghost couldn’t follow them back to their own homes.”


  He shrugged. “The thing is... I was the white kid. I talked funny and I looked funny and I got picked on for that on a daily basis. I was terrified of that ghost just like they were, but I never let anyone know it. That way, I knew they might call me a lot of awful names... but one of them wasn’t coward.”


  “Jason’s not a ghost,” Trixie said quietly.


  Her father tugged her hat down over her ears. His eyes were so dark she could see herself shining in them. “Well, then,” he said, “I guess you’ve got nothing to be afraid of.”


  •••


  Daniel nearly ran after Trixie as she navigated the slippery sidewalk up to the front of the school. What if he was wrong about this? What if Janice and the doctors and everyone else didn’t know how cruel teenagers could be? What if Trixie came home even more devastated?


  Trixie walked with her head down, bracing against the cold. Her green jacket was a stain against the snow. She didn’t turn back to look at him.


  When she was little, Daniel had always waited for Trixie to enter the school building before he drove away. There was too much that could go wrong: She might trip and fall; she could be approached by a bully; she might be teased by a pack of girls. He’d liked to imagine that just by keeping an eye on her, he could imbue her with the power of safety, much like the way he’d draw it onto one of his comics panels in a wavy, flowing force field.


  The truth was, though, that Daniel had needed Trixie far more than Trixie had ever needed him. Without realizing it, she’d put on a show for him every day: hopping, twirling, spreading her arms and taking a running leap, as if she thought that one of these mornings she might actually get airborne. He’d watch her and he’d see how easy it was for kids to believe in a world different from the one presented to them. Then he’d drive home and translate that stroke by stroke onto a fresh page.


  He could remember wondering how long it would take for reality to catch up to his daughter. He could remember thinking: The saddest day in the world will be the one when she stops pretending.


  Daniel waited until Trixie slipped through the double doors of the school, and then pulled carefully away from the curb. He needed a load of sand in the back of his pickup to keep it from fishtailing in the snow. Whatever it took, right now, to keep his balance.
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  Trixie knew the story behind her real name, but that didn’t mean she hated it any less. Beatrice Portinari had been Dante’s one true love, the woman who’d inspired him to write a whole batch of epic poems. Her mother the classics professor had single-handedly filled out the birth certificate when her father (who’d wanted to name his newborn daughter Sarah) was in the bathroom.


  Dante and Beatrice, though, were no Romeo and Juliet. Dante met her when he was only nine and then didn’t see her again until he was eighteen. They both married other people and Beatrice died young. If that was everlasting love, Trixie didn’t want any part of it.


  When Trixie had complained to her father, he said Nicolas Cage had named his son Kal-el, Superman’s Kryptonian name, and that she should be grateful. But Bethel High was brimming with Mallorys, Dakotas, Crispins, and Willows. Trixie had spent most of her life pulling the teacher aside on the first day of school, to make sure she said Trixie when she read the attendance sheet, instead of Beatrice, which made the other kids crack up. There was a time in fourth grade when she started calling herself Justine, but it didn’t catch on.


  Summer Friedman was in the main office with Trixie, signing into school late. She was tall and blonde, with a perpetual tan, although Trixie knew for a fact she’d been born in December. She turned around, clutching her blue hall pass. “Slut,” she hissed at Trixie as she walked past.


  “Beatrice?” the secretary said. “The principal’s ready for you.”


  Trixie had been in the principal’s office only once, when she made honor roll during the first quarter of freshman year. She’d been sent during homeroom, and the whole time she’d been shaking, trying to figure out what she’d done wrong. Principal Aaronsen had been waiting with a Cookie Monster grin on his face and his hand extended. “Congratulations, Beatrice,” he had said, and he’d handed her a little gold honor roll card with her own disgusting name printed across it.


  “Beatrice,” he said again this time, when she went into his office. She realized that the guidance counselor, Mrs. Gray, was waiting there for her too. Did they think that if she saw a man alone she might freak out? “It’s good to have you back,” Mr. Aaronsen said.


  It’s good to be back. The lie sat too sour on Trixie’s tongue, so she swallowed it down again.


  The principal was staring at her hair, or lack of it, but he was too polite to say anything. “Mrs. Gray and I just want you to know that our doors are open any time for you,” the principal said.


  Trixie’s father had two names. She had discovered this by accident when she was ten and snooping in his desk drawers. Wedged into the back of one, behind all the smudged erasers and tubes of mechanical pencil leads, was a photograph of two boys squatting in front of a cache of fish. One of the boys was white, one was native. On the back was written: Cane & Wass, fish camp. Akiak, Alaska—1976.


  Trixie had taken the photo to her father, who’d been out mowing the lawn. Who are these people? she had asked.


  Her father had turned off the lawn mower. They’re dead.


  “If you feel the slightest bit uncomfortable,” Principal Aaronsen was saying. “If you just want a place to catch your breath...”


  Three hours later, Trixie’s father had come looking for her. The one on the right is me, he’d said, showing her the photo again. And that’s Cane, a friend of mine.


  Your name’s not Wass, Trixie had pointed out.


  Her father had explained that the day after he’d been born and named, a village elder came to visit and started calling him Wass—short for Wassilie—after her husband, who’d fallen through the ice and died a week before. It was perfectly normal for a Yup’ik Eskimo who had recently died to take up residence in a newborn. Villagers would laugh when they met Daniel as a baby, saying things like, Oh, look. Wass has come back with blue eyes! or Maybe that’s why Wass took that English as a Second Language class!


  For eighteen years, he’d been known as Daniel to his white mother and as Wass to everyone else. In the Yup’ik world, he told Trixie, souls get recycled. In the Yup’ik world, no one ever really gets to leave.


  “... a policy of zero tolerance,” the principal said, and Trixie nodded, although she hadn’t really been listening.


  The night after her father told Trixie about his second name, she had a question ready when he came to tuck her in. How come when I first asked, you said those boys were dead?


  Because, her father answered, they are.


  Principal Aaronsen stood up, and so did Mrs. Gray, and that was how Trixie realized that they intended to accompany her to class. Immediately she panicked. This was way worse than being walked in by her father; this was like having fighter jets escort a plane into a safe landing: Was there any person at the airport who wouldn’t be watching out the windows and trying to guess what had happened on board?


  “Um,” Trixie said, “I think I’d kind of like to go by myself.”


  It was almost third period, which meant she’d have time to go to her locker before heading to English class. She watched the principal look at the guidance counselor. “Well,” Mr. Aaronsen said, “if that’s what you want.”


  Trixie fled the principal’s office, blindly navigating the maze of halls that made up the high school. Class was still in session, so it was quiet—the faint jingle of a kid with a bathroom pass, the muted click of high heels, the wheezy strains of the wind instruments upstairs in the band room. She twisted the combination on her own locker, 40-22-38. Hey, Jason had said, a lifetime ago. Aren’t those Barbie’s measurements?


  Trixie rested her forehead against the cool metal. All she had to do was sit in class for another four hours. She could fill her mind with Lord of the Flies and A = Πr2 and the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand. She didn’t have to talk to anyone if she didn’t want to. All of her teachers had been briefed. She would be an army of one.


  When she pulled open the door of her locker, a sea of snakes poured out of the narrow cubby, spilling over her feet. She reached down to pick one up. Eight small foil squares, accordion-pleated at the perforations.


  Trojan, Trixie read. Twisted Pleasure Lubricated Latex Condoms.


  •••


  “They’re all having sex,” Marita Soorenstad said, tilting her head and pouring the last of the lime-colored powder into her mouth. In the fifteen minutes that Mike Bartholemew had been sitting with the assistant district attorney, she’d consumed three Pixy Stix. “Teenage girls want guys to be attracted to them, but no one’s taught them how to deal with the emotions that come with that stuff. I see this all the time, Mike. Teenage girls wake up to find someone having sex with them, and they don’t say a word.” She crushed the paper straw in her fist and grimaced. “Some judge told me these were a godsend when he was trying to quit smoking. But I swear all I’m getting is a sugar high and a green tongue.”


  “Trixie Stone said no,” the detective pointed out. “It’s in her statement.”


  “And Trixie Stone was drinking. Which the defense attorney will use to call her judgment into question. Oosterhaus is going to say that she was intoxicated, and playing strip poker, and saying yes yes yes all the way up till afterward, which is about when she decided to say no. He’s going to ask her what time it was when she said it and how many pictures were on the walls of the room and what song was playing on the stereo and whether the moon was in Scorpio—details she won’t be able to remember. Then he’ll say that if she can’t remember particulars like this, how on earth could she be sure of whether she told Jason to stop?” Marita hesitated. “I’m not saying that Trixie Stone wasn’t raped, Mike. I’m just telling you that not everyone is going to see it as clearly.”


  “I think the family knows that,” Bartholemew said.


  “The family never knows that, no matter what they say.” Marita opened the file on Trixie Stone. “What the hell else did they think their kid was out doing at two in the morning?”


  Bartholemew pictured a car overturned on the side of the road, the rescue crews clustered around the body that had been thrown through the windshield. He imagined the EMT who pulled up the sleeve of his daughter’s shirt and saw the bruises and needle marks along the map of her veins. He wondered if that tech had looked at Holly’s long-sleeved shirt, worn on the hottest night of July, and asked himself what this girl’s parents had been thinking when they saw her leave the house in it.


  The answer to this question, and to Marita’s: We weren’t thinking. We didn’t let ourselves think, because we didn’t want to know.


  Bartholemew cleared his throat. “The Stones thought their daughter was having a parent-supervised sleepover at a friend’s house.”


  Marita ripped open a yellow Pixy Stix. “Great,” she said, upending the contents into her mouth. “So Trixie’s already lied once.”


  •••


  Even though parents don’t want to admit it, school isn’t about what a kid absorbs while she’s sitting at a cramped desk, but what happens around and in spite of that. It’s the five minutes between bells when you find out whose house is hosting the party that evening; it’s borrowing the right shade of lip gloss from your friend before you have French with the cute guy who moved here from Ohio; it’s being noticed by everyone else and pretending you are above that sort of celebrity.


  Once all this social interaction was surgically excised from Trixie’s school day, she noticed how little she cared about the academic part. In English, she focused on the printed text in her book until the letters jumped like popcorn in a skillet. From time to time she would hear a snide comment: What did she do to her hair? Only once did someone have the guts to actually speak to her in class. It was in phys ed, during an indoor soccer game. A girl on her own team had come up to her after the teacher called a time-out. “Someone who got raped for real,” she’d whispered, “wouldn’t be out here playing soccer.”


  The part of the day that Trixie was most dreading was lunch. In the cafeteria, the mass of students split like amoebas into socially polarized groups. There were the drama kids and the skateboarders and the brains. There were the Sexy Seven—a group of girls who set the school’s unwritten fashion rules, like what months you should wear shorts to school and how flip-flops were totally passé. There were the caffies, who hung out all morning drinking java with their friends until the voc-tech bus came to ferry them to classes on hairstyling and child care. And then there was the table where Trixie used to belong—the one with the popular kids, the one where Zephyr and Moss and a carefree knot of hockey players hung out pretending they didn’t know that everyone else was looking at them and saying they were so fake, when in reality those same kids went home and wished that their own group of friends could be as cool.


  Trixie bought herself french fries and chocolate milk—her comfort lunch, for when she screwed up on a test or had period cramps—and stood in the middle of the cafeteria, trying to find a place for herself. Since Jason had broken up with Trixie, she’d been sitting somewhere else, but Zephyr had always joined her in solidarity. Today, though, she could see Zephyr sitting at their old table. One sentence rose from the collective din: “She wouldn’t dare.”


  Trixie held her plastic tray like a shield. She finally moved toward the Heater Hos, congregating near the radiator. They were girls who wore white pants with spandex in them and had boyfriends who drove raised I-Rocs; girls who got pregnant at fifteen and then brought the ultrasounds to school to show off.


  One of them—a ninth-grader in what looked like her ninth month—smiled at Trixie, and the action was so unexpected, she nearly stumbled. “There’s room,” the girl said, and she slid her backpack off the table so that Trixie could sit down.


  A lot of kids at Bethel High made fun of the Heater Hos, but Trixie never had. She found them too depressing to be the butt of jokes. They seemed to be so nonchalant about throwing their lives away—not that their lives were the kind that anyone would have wanted in the first place, but still. Trixie had wondered if those belly-baring T-shirts they wore and the pride they took in their situation were just for show, a way to cover up how sad they really were about what had happened to them. After all, if you acted like you really wanted something even when you didn’t, you just might convince yourself along with everyone else.


  Trixie ought to know.


  “I asked Donna to be Elvis’s godmother,” one of the girls said.


  “Elvis?” another answered. “I thought you were going to name him Pilot.”


  “I was, but then I thought, what if he’s born afraid of heights? That would suck for him.”


  Trixie dipped a french fry into a pool of ketchup. It looked weak and watery, like blood. She wondered how many hours it had been since she’d talked out loud. If you didn’t use your voice, ever, would it eventually shrivel up and dry away? Was there a natural selection involved in not speaking up?


  “Trixie.”


  She looked up to see Zephyr sliding into the seat across from her. Trixie couldn’t contain her relief—if Zephyr had come over here, she couldn’t be mad anymore, could she? “God, I’m glad to see you,” Trixie said. She wanted to make a joke, to let Zephyr know it was okay to treat her like she wasn’t a freak, but she couldn’t think of a single thing to say.


  “I would have called,” Zephyr said, “but I’ve sort of been grounded until I’m forty.”


  Trixie nodded. It was enough, really, that Zephyr was sitting here now.


  “So... you’re okay, right?”


  “Yeah,” Trixie said. She tried to remember what her father had said that morning: If you think you’re fine, you’ll start to believe it.


  “Your hair...”


  She ran her palm over her head and smiled nervously. “Crazy, isn’t it?”


  Zephyr leaned forward, shifting uncomfortably. “Look, what you did... well, it worked. No question—you got Jason back.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “You wanted payback for getting dumped, and you got it. But Trixie... it’s one thing to teach someone a lesson... and a whole different thing to get him arrested. Don’t you think you can stop now?”


  “You think...” Trixie’s scalp tightened. “You think I made this up?”


  “Trix, everyone knows you wanted to hook up with him again. It’s kind of hard to rape someone who’s willing.”


  “You’re the one who came up with the plan! You said I should make him jealous! But I never expected... I didn’t...” Trixie’s voice was as thin as a wire, vibrating. “He raped me.”


  A shadow fell across the table as Moss approached. Zephyr looked up at him and shrugged. “I tried,” she said.


  He pulled Zephyr out of her chair. “Come on.”


  Trixie stood up, too. “We’ve been friends since kindergarten. How could you believe him over me?”


  Something in Zephyr’s eyes changed, but before she could speak, Moss slid an arm around her shoulders, anchoring her to his side. So, Trixie thought. It’s like that.


  “Nice hair, G.I. Ho,” Moss said as they walked off.


  It had gotten so quiet in the cafeteria that even the lunch ladies seemed to be watching. Trixie sank down into her seat again, trying not to notice the way that everyone was staring at her. There was a one-year-old she used to babysit for who liked to play a game: He’d cover his face with his hands and you’d say, “Where’s Josh?” She wished it was that simple: Close your eyes, and you’d disappear.


  Next to her, one of the Heater Hos cracked her bubble gum. “I wish Jason Underhill would rape me,” she said.


  •••


  Daniel had made coffee for Laura.


  Even after what she had done, even after all the words that fell between them like a rain of arrows, he had still done this for her. It might not have been anything more than habit, but it brought her to the verge of tears.


  She stared at the carafe, its swollen belly steaming with French roast. It occurred to Laura that in all the years they had been married, she could literally not remember it being the other way around: Daniel had been a student of her likes and dislikes; in return, Laura had never even signed up for the proverbial course. Was it complacency that had made her restless enough to have an affair? Or was it because she hadn’t wanted to admit that even had she applied herself, she would not be as good a wife as Daniel was a husband?


  She had come into the kitchen to sit down at the table, spread out her notes, prepare for her afternoon class. Today, thank God, was a lecture, an impersonal group where she got to do all the talking, not a smaller class where she might have to face the questions of students again. In her hands was a book, open to the famous Doré illustration for Canto 29, where Virgil—Dante’s guide through hell—berated his curiosity. But now that Laura could smell the grounds, inhale that aromatic steam, she couldn’t for the life of her remember what she was going to say about this drawing to her students.


  Explaining hell took on a whole new meaning when you’d been recently living smack in the middle of it, and Laura envisioned her own face on the sketch, instead of Dante’s. She took a sip of her coffee and imagined drinking from the River Lethe, which ran back to its source, taking all your sins with it.


  There was a fine line between love and hate, you heard that cliché all the time. But no one told you that the moment you crossed it would be the one you least expected. You’d fall in love and crack open a secret door to let your soul mate in. You just never expected such closeness, one day, to feel like an intrusion.


  Laura stared down at the picture. With the exception of Dante, nobody chose to go willingly to hell. And even Dante would have lost his way if he hadn’t found a guide who’d already been through hell and come out the other side.


  Reaching up to the cabinet, Laura took out a second mug and poured another cup of coffee. In all honesty, she had no idea if Daniel took it with milk or sugar or both. She added a little of each, the way she liked to drink it.


  She hoped that was a start.


  •••


  In the latest issue of Wizard magazine, on the list of top ten comic book artists, Daniel was ranked number nine. His picture was there, eight notches below Jim Lee’s number one smiling face. Last month, Daniel had been number ten; it was the growing anticipation for The Tenth Circle that was fueling his fame.


  It was actually Laura who had told Daniel when he was becoming famous. They’d gone to a Christmas party at Marvel in New York, and when they entered the room, they were separated in the crush. Later, she told him that as he walked through the crowd, she could hear everyone talking in his wake. Daniel, she had said, people definitely know you.


  When he’d first been given a test story to draw, years ago—a god-awful piece that took place inside a cramped airplane—he’d worried about things that he never would have given a second thought to now: having F lead in his pencil instead of something too soft, testing the geometry of arches, mapping the feel of a ruler in his hand. If anything, he had drawn more from the gut when he was starting out—emotional art, instead of cerebral. The first time he’d penciled Batman for DC Comics, for example, he’d had to reimagine the hero. Daniel’s rendition had a certain length ear and a certain width belt that had little to do with the historical progression of art on that character and far more to do with poring over the comic as a kid, and remembering how Batman had looked at his coolest.


  Today, though, drawing wasn’t bringing him any joy or relief. He kept thinking about Trixie and where she would be at this hour of the day and if it was a good thing or a bad thing that she hadn’t called him yet to say how it was going. Ordinarily, if Daniel was restless, he’d get up and walk around the house, or even take a run to jog his brain and recover his lost muse. But Laura was home—she had no classes until this afternoon—and that was enough to keep him holed up in his office. It was easier to face down a blank page than to pull from thin air the right words to rebuild a marriage.


  His task today was to draw a series of panels in hell with adultery demons—sinners who had lusted for each other in life, and in death couldn’t be separated from each other. The irony of having to draw this, given his own situation, had not been lost on Daniel. He imagined a male and a female torso, each growing out of the same root of a body. He pictured one wing on each of their backs. He saw claws that would reach in to steal a hero’s heart, because that was exactly how it felt.


  He was cheating today, drawing the action sequences, because they were the most engaging. He always jumped around the story, to keep himself from overdoing it on the first panel he drew. But just in case he started running out of time on a deadline, it was easier to draw straight lines and buildings and roads than to dynamically draw a figure.


  Daniel began sketching the outline of an ungainly, birdlike creature, half man and half woman. He roughed in a wing—no, too bat-like. He was just blowing the eraser rubbings off the Miraweb paper when Laura walked into his office, holding a cup of coffee.


  He set down his pencil and leaned back in his chair. Laura rarely visited him in his office. Most of the time, she wasn’t home. And when she was, it was always Daniel seeking her out, instead of the other way around.


  “What are you drawing?” she asked, peering down at the panels.


  “Nothing good.”


  “Worried about Trixie?”


  Daniel rubbed a hand down his face. “How couldn’t I be?”


  She sank down at his feet, cross-legged. “I know. I keep thinking I hear the phone ring.” She glanced down at her coffee cup, as if she was surprised to find herself clutching it. “Oh,” she said. “I brought this for you.”


  She never brought him coffee before. He didn’t even really like coffee. But there was Laura with her hand outstretched, offering the steaming mug—and in that instant, Daniel could imagine her fingers reaching like a dagger between his ribs. He could see how a wing that grew from between her shoulder blades might sweep over the muscles of her trapezius, wrapping over her arm like a shawl.


  “Do me a favor?” he asked, taking the mug from her. He grabbed a quilt that he kept on the couch in his office and leaned down to pull it around Laura.


  “God,” she said. “I haven’t modeled for you in years.”


  When he was just starting out, he’d pose her a hundred different ways: in her bra and panties holding a water gun; tossed halfway off the bed; hanging upside down from a tree in the yard. He would wait for the moment when that familiar skin and structure stopped being Laura and became, instead, a twist of sinew and a placement of bone, one he could translate anatomically into a character sprawled just the same way on the page.


  “What’s the quilt for?” Laura asked, as he picked up his pencil and started to draw.


  “You have wings.”


  “Am I an angel?”


  Daniel glanced up. “Something like that,” he said.


  The moment Daniel stopped obsessing about drawing the wing, it took flight. He drew fast, the lines pouring out of him. This quick, art was like breath. He couldn’t have told you why he placed the fingers at that angle instead of the more conventional one, but it made the figure seem to move across the panel. “Lift the blanket up a little, so it covers your head,” he instructed.


  Laura obliged. “This reminds me of your first story. Only drier.”


  Daniel’s first paid gig had been a Marvel fill-in for the Ultimate X-Men series. In the event that a regular artist didn’t make deadline, his stand-alone piece would be used without breaking the continuity of the ongoing saga.


  He’d been given a story about Storm as a young child, harnessing the weather. In the name of research, he and Laura had driven to the shore during a thunderstorm, with Trixie still in her infant seat. They left the sleeping baby in the car and then sat on the beach in the pouring rain with a blanket wrapped around their shoulders, watching the lightning write notes on the sand.


  Later that night, on his way back to the car, Daniel had tripped over the strangest tube of glass. It was a fulgurite, Laura told him, sand fused the moment it was struck by lightning. The tube was eight inches long, rough on the outside and smooth through its long throat. Daniel had tucked it into the side of Trixie’s car seat, and even today it was still delicately displayed on her bookshelf.


  It had amazed him: that utter transformation, the understanding that radical change could come in a heartbeat.


  Finally, Daniel finished drawing. He put down his pencil, flexed his hand, and glanced down at the page: This was good; this was better than good. “Thanks,” he said, standing up to take the blanket off Laura’s shoulders.


  She stood, too, and grabbed two corners of the quilt. They folded it in silence, like soldiers with a casket’s flag. When they met in the middle, Daniel went to take the blanket from her, but Laura didn’t let go. She slid her hands along its folded seam until they rested on top of Daniel’s, and then she lifted her face shyly and kissed him.


  He didn’t want to touch her. Her body pressed against his through the buffer of the quilt. But instinct broke over him, a massive wave, and he wrapped his arms so tightly around Laura he could feel her struggling to breathe. His kiss was hungry, violent, a feast for what he’d been missing. It took a moment, and then she came to life beneath him, grabbing fistfuls of his shirt, pulling him closer, consuming him in a way he could not ever remember her doing before.


  Before.


  With a groan, Daniel dragged his mouth from hers, buried his face in the curve of her neck. “Are you thinking about him?” he whispered.


  Laura went utterly still, and her arms fell away. “No,” she said, her cheeks bright and hot.


  Between them on the floor, the quilt was now a heap. Daniel saw a stain on it that he hadn’t noticed before. He bent down and gathered it into his arms. “Well, I am.”


  Laura’s eyes filled with tears, and a moment later she walked out of his office. When he heard the door close, Daniel sank down into his chair again. He kept brushing up against the fact that his wife had cheated on him. It was a little like a scar on a polished wooden table—you’d try to see the rest of the gleaming surface, but your eyes and your fingers would be drawn to the pitted part, the one thing that kept it from being perfect.


  It was two-fifteen; only another half hour until he picked up Trixie at school. Only a half hour until she could serve as the cushion that kept him and Laura from rubbing each other raw.


  But in a half hour, lightning could strike. Wives could fall in love with men who weren’t their husbands. Girls could be raped.


  Daniel buried his face in his hands. Between his splayed fingers, he could see the figure he’d sketched. Half of a demon, she was wrapped in her own single wing. She was the spitting image of Laura. And she was reaching for a heart Daniel couldn’t draw, because he’d forgotten its dimensions years ago.


  •••


  Jason was missing practice. He sat in the swanky law offices of Yargrove, Bratt & Oosterhaus, wondering what drills Coach was putting the team through. They had a game tomorrow against Gray–New Gloucester, and he was on the starting line.


  Trixie had come back to school today. Jason hadn’t seen her—someone had made damn sure of that—but Moss and Zephyr and a dozen other friends had run into her. Apparently, she’d practically shaved her head. He’d wondered, on the drive down to Portland, what it would have been like if he had crossed paths with Trixie. The judge at the arraignment had said that was enough cause to have Jason sent to a juvy prison, but he must have meant Jason would be in trouble if he sought Trixie out... not if Fate tossed her in his path.


  Which is sort of what had happened in the first place.


  He still couldn’t believe that this was real, that he was sitting in a lawyer’s office, that he had been charged with rape. He kept expecting his alarm clock to go off any minute now. He’d drive to school and catch Moss in the hallway and say, Man, you wouldn’t believe the nightmare I had.


  Dutch Oosterhaus was talking to his parents, who were wearing their church clothes and were looking at Dutch as if he were Jesus incarnate. Jason knew his parents were paying the lawyer with money they’d scrimped together to send him for a PG year at a prep school, so that he’d have a better chance of making a Division I college hockey team. Gould Academy scouts had already come to watch him play; they’d said he was as good as in.


  “She was crying,” Dutch said, rolling a fancy pen between his fingers. “She was begging you to get back together with her.”


  “Yeah,” Jason replied. “She didn’t... she didn’t take the breakup very well. There were times I thought she was losing it. You know.”


  “Do you know if Trixie was seeing a psychiatrist?” Dutch made a note to himself. “She might even have talked to a rape crisis counselor. We can subpoena those records for evidence of mental instability.”


  Jason didn’t know what Trixie was up to, but he’d never thought she was crazy. Until Friday night’s party, Trixie had been so easy to read that it set her apart from the dozens of girls he’d hooked up with who were in it for the status or the sex or the head games. It was nuts—and this wasn’t something he’d ever admit to his friends—but the best part about being with Trixie had not been the fact that she was, well, hot. It had been knowing that even if he’d never been an athlete or an upperclassman or popular, she still would have wanted to be with him.


  He’d liked her, but he hadn’t really loved her. At least he didn’t think he had. There were no lightning bolts across his vision when he saw her across a room, and his general feeling when he was with her was one of comfort, not of blood boiling and fire and brimstone. The reason he’d broken up with her was, ironically, for her own good. He knew that if he’d asked Trixie to drop everything and follow him across the earth, she’d do it; if the roles were reversed, though, he wouldn’t. They were at different places in that same relationship, and like anything that’s out of alignment, they were destined to crash sooner or later. By taking care of it early—gently, Jason liked to think—he was only trying to keep Trixie from getting her heart broken even harder.


  He certainly felt bad about doing it, though. Just because he didn’t love Trixie didn’t mean he didn’t like her.


  And as for the other, well. He was a seventeen-year-old guy, and you didn’t throw away something that was handed to you on a silver platter.


  “Walk me through what happened after you found her in Zephyr’s bathroom?”


  Jason scrubbed his hands over his head, making his hair stand on end. “I offered her a ride home, and she said yes. But then she started crying. I felt bad for her, so I kind of hugged her.”


  “Hugged her? How?”


  Jason lifted up his arms and folded them awkwardly around himself. “Like that.”


  “What happened next?”


  “She came on to me. She kissed me.”


  “What did you do?” Dutch asked.


  Jason stole a glance at his mother, whose cheeks were candy-apple red with embarrassment. He couldn’t believe that he had to say these things in front of her. She’d be saying Rosaries for a week straight on his behalf. “I kissed her back. I mean, it was like falling into an old habit, you know? And she clearly was interested—”


  “Define that,” Dutch interrupted.


  “She took off her own shirt,” Jason said, and his mother winced. “She unbuckled my belt and went down on me.”


  Dutch wrote another note on his pad. “She initiated oral sex?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Did you reciprocate?”


  “No.”


  “Did she say anything to you?”


  Jason felt himself getting hot beneath the collar of his shirt. “She said my name a lot. And she kept talking about doing this in someone’s living room. But it wasn’t like she was freaked out about it—it was more like it was exciting for her, hooking up in someone else’s house.”


  “Did she tell you she was interested in having intercourse?”


  Jason thought for a second. “She didn’t tell me she wasn’t,” he replied.


  “Did she ask you to stop?”


  “No,” Jason said.


  “Did you know she was a virgin?”


  Jason felt all the thoughts in his head solidify into one hard, black mass, as he understood that he’d been played the fool. “Yeah,” he said, angry. “Back in October. The first time we had sex.”


  •••


  Trixie looked like she’d been fighting a war. The minute she threw herself into the truck beside Daniel, he was seized with the urge to storm into the school and demand retribution from the student body that had done this to her. He imagined himself raging through the halls, and then, quickly, shook the vision out of his mind. The last thing Trixie needed, after being raped, was to see that violence could beget more violence.


  “Do you want to talk about it?” he said after they had driven for a few moments.


  Trixie shook her head. She drew her knees up and wrapped her arms around them, as if she was trying to make herself as small as possible.


  Daniel pulled off the road. He reached over the console to awkwardly draw Trixie into his arms. “You don’t have to go back,” he promised. “Ever.” Her tears soaked through his flannel shirt. He would teach Trixie at home, if he had to. He would find her a tutor. He would pick up the whole family and move.


  Janice, the sexual assault advocate, had warned him against just that. She said that fathers and brothers always wanted to protect the victim after the fact, because they felt guilty about not doing it right the first time. But if Daniel fought Trixie’s battles, she might never figure out for herself how to be strong again.


  Well, fuck Janice. She didn’t have a daughter who’d been raped. And even if she did, it wasn’t Trixie.


  Suddenly there was the sound of glass breaking, as a car drove by and the boys inside threw a six-pack of empty beer bottles at the truck. “Whore!” The word was yelled through open windows. Daniel saw the retreating taillights of a Subaru. The backseat passenger reached through his window to high-five the driver.


  Daniel let go of Trixie and stepped out of the car onto the shoulder of the road. Beneath his shoes, glass crunched. The bottles had scratched the paint on the door of the truck, had shattered under his tires. The word they’d called his daughter still hung in the air.


  He had an artist’s vision—of Duncan, his hero, turning into Wildclaw... this time in the shape of a jaguar. He imagined what it would be like to run faster than the wind, to race around the tight corner and leap through the narrow opening of the driver’s side window. He pictured the car, careening wildly. He smelled their fear. He went for blood.


  Instead, Daniel leaned down and picked up the biggest pieces of glass. He carefully cleared a path, so that he could get Trixie back home.


  •••


  The night that Trixie met Jason, she’d had the flu. Her parents had been at some fancy shindig at Marvel headquarters in New York City, and she was spending the night at Zephyr’s house. Zephyr had wangled her way into an upperclass party that evening, and it had been all the two of them could talk about. But no sooner had school let out than Trixie started throwing up.


  “I think I’m going to die,” Trixie had told Zephyr.


  “Not before you hang out with seniors,” Zephyr said.


  They told Zephyr’s mother that they were going to study for an algebra test with Bettina Majuradee, the smartest girl in ninth grade, who in reality wouldn’t have given them the time of day. They walked two miles to the house party, which was being held by a guy named Orson. Twice, Trixie had to double up at the side of the road and barf into some bushes. “Actually, this is cool,” Zephyr had told her. “They’re going to think you’re already trashed.”


  The party was a writhing, pulsing mass of noise and bodies and motion. Trixie moved from a quartet of gyrating girls to a table of faceless guys playing the drinking game Beirut, to a posse of kids trying to make a pyramid out of empty cans of Bud. Within fifteen minutes, she felt feverish and dizzy and headed to the bathroom to be sick.


  Five minutes later, she opened up the door and started down the hallway, intent on finding Zephyr and leaving. “Do you believe in love at first sight,” a voice asked, “or should I ask you to walk by me again?”


  Trixie glanced down to find a guy sitting on the floor, his back to the wall. He was wearing a T-shirt so faded she couldn’t read the writing on it. His hair was jet-black, and his eyes were the color of ice, but it was his smile—lopsided, as if it had been built on a slope—that made her heart hitch.


  “I don’t think I’ve seen you before,” he said.


  Trixie suddenly lost the power of conversation.


  “I’m Jason.”


  “I’m sick,” Trixie blurted out, cursing herself the minute she heard the words. Could she sound any stupider if she tried?


  But Jason had just grinned, off-kilter, again. “Well, then,” he’d said, and started it all. “I guess I need to make you feel better.”


  •••


  Zephyr Santorelli-Weinstein worked at a toy store. She was affixing UPC codes for prices onto the feet of stuffed animals when Mike Bartholemew arrived to talk to her. “So,” he said, after introducing himself. “Is now a good time?” He looked around the store. There were science kits and dress-up clothes and Legos, marble chutes and paint-your-own beanbag chair kits and baby dolls that cried on command.


  “I guess,” Zephyr said.


  “You want to sit down?” But the only place to sit was a little kid-sized tea table, set with Madeline china and plastic cupcakes. Bartholemew could imagine his knees hitting his chin or, worse, getting down and never getting back up again.


  “I’m good,” Zephyr said. She put down the gun that affixed the UPC labels and folded her arms around a fluffy polar bear.


  Bartholemew looked at her stretch button-down shirt and stacked heels, her eye makeup, her scarlet nail polish, the toy in her arms. He thought, This is exactly the problem. “I appreciate you talking to me.”


  “My mother’s making me do it.”


  “Guess she wasn’t thrilled to find out about your little party.”


  “She’s less thrilled that you turned the living room into some kind of crime scene.”


  “Well,” Bartholemew said, “it is one.”


  Zephyr snorted. She picked up the sticker gun and started tagging the animals again.


  “I understand that you and Trixie Stone have been friends for a while.”


  “Since we were five.”


  “She mentioned that just before the incident occurred, you two were having an argument.” He paused. “What were you fighting about?”


  She looked down at the counter. “I don’t remember.”


  “Zephyr,” the detective said, “if you’ve got details for me, it might help corroborate your friend’s story.”


  “We had a plan,” Zephyr sighed. “She wanted to make Jason jealous. She was trying to get him back, to hook up with him. That was the whole point. Or at least that’s what she told me.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, I guess she meant to screw Jason in more ways than one.”


  “Did she say she intended to have intercourse that night?”


  “She told me she was willing to do whatever it took,” Zephyr said.


  Bartholemew looked at her. “Did you see Trixie and Jason having sex?”


  “I’m not into peep shows. I was upstairs.”


  “Alone?”


  “With a guy. Moss Minton.”


  “What were you doing?”


  Zephyr glanced up at the detective. “Nothing.”


  “Were you and Moss having sex?”


  “Did my mother ask you to ask me that?” she said, narrowing her eyes.


  “Just answer the question.”


  “No, all right?” Zephyr said. “We were going to. I mean, I figured we were going to. But Moss passed out first.”


  “And you?”


  She shrugged. “I guess I fell asleep eventually, too.”


  “When?”


  “I don’t know. Two-thirty? Three?”


  Bartholemew looked at his notes. “Could you hear the music in your bedroom?”


  Zephyr stared at him dully. “What music?”


  “The CDs you were playing during your party. Could you hear that upstairs?”


  “No. By the time we got upstairs, someone had turned them off.” Zephyr gathered the stack of stuffed animals, holding them in her arms like a bounty, and walked toward an empty shelf. “That’s why I figured Jason and Trixie had gone home.”


  “Did you hear Trixie scream for help?”


  For the first time since he’d started speaking to her, Bartholemew saw Zephyr at a loss for words. “If I’d heard that,” Zephyr said, her voice wavering the tiniest bit, “I would have gone downstairs.” She set the bears down side by side, so that they were nearly touching. “But the whole night, it was dead quiet.”


  •••


  Until Laura met Daniel, she had never done anything wrong. She’d gotten straight A’s in school. She’d been known to pick up other people’s litter. She’d never had a cavity.


  She was a graduate student at ASU, dating an MBA named Walter who had already taken her to three jewelry stores to get her feedback on engagement rings. Walter was attractive, secure, and predictable. On Friday nights, they always went out to dinner, switched their entrees halfway through the meal, and then went to see a movie. They alternated picking the films. Afterward, over coffee, they talked about the quality of the acting. Then Walter would drive her back to her apartment in Tempe and after a bout of predictable sex he’d go home because he didn’t like to sleep in other people’s beds.


  One Friday, when they went to the movie theater, it was closed because of a burst water main. She and Walter decided to walk down Mill Avenue instead, where on warm nights buskers littered the streets with their violin cases and their impromptu juggling.


  There were several artists too, sketching in pencil, sketching in charcoal, making caricatures with Magic Markers that smelled like licorice. Walter gravitated toward one man, bent over his pad. The artist had black hair that reached down to the middle of his back and ink all over his hands. Behind him was a makeshift cardboard stand, onto which he’d pinned dynamic drawings of Batman and Superman and Wolverine. “These are amazing,” Walter said, and Laura had thought at the time that she’d never seen him get so excited about something. “I used to collect comics as a kid.”


  When the artist looked up, he had the palest blue eyes, and they were focused on Laura. “Ten bucks for a sketch,” he said.


  Walter put his arm around Laura. “Can you do one of her?”


  Before she knew it, she’d been seated on an overturned milk crate. A crowd gathered to watch as the sketch took shape. Laura glanced over at Walter, wishing that he hadn’t suggested this. She startled when she felt the artist’s fingers curl around her chin, turning her face forward again. “Don’t move,” he warned, and she could smell nicotine and whiskey.


  He gave the drawing to Laura when he was finished. She had the body of a superhero—muscular and able—but her hair and face and neck were all her own. A galaxy swirled around her feet. There were people sketched into the background—the crowd that had gathered. Walter’s face was nearly off the edge of the page. Beside the figure of Laura, however, was a man who looked just like the artist. “So that you’ll be able to find me one day,” he said, and she felt as if a storm had blown up inside her.


  Laura looked at Walter, holding out his ten-dollar bill. She lifted her chin. “What makes you think I’ll be looking?”


  The artist grinned. “Wishful thinking.”


  When they left Mill Avenue, Laura told Walter it was the worst sketch she’d ever seen—her calves weren’t that big, and she’d never be caught dead wearing thigh-high boots. She planned to go home and throw it in the trash. But instead, that night, Laura found herself staring at the bold strokes of the artist’s signature: Daniel Stone. She examined the picture more closely and noticed what she hadn’t the first time around: In the folds of the cape the man had drawn were a few lines darker than the rest, which clearly spelled out the word MEET.


  In the toe of the left boot was ME.


  She scrutinized the sketch, scanning the crowd for more of the message. She found the letters AT on the rings of the planet in the upper left corner. And in the collar of the shirt worn by the man who looked like Walter was the word HELL.


  It felt like a slap in the face, as if he knew she’d be reading into the drawing he’d made. Angry, Laura buried the sketch in her kitchen trash can. But she tossed and turned all night, deconstructing the language in the art. You wouldn’t say meet me at hell; you’d say meet me in hell. In suggested submersion, at was an approach to a place. Had this not been a rejection, then, but an invitation?


  The next day, she pulled the sketch out from the trash, and sat down with the Phoenix area phone book.


  Hell was at 358 Wylie Street.


  She borrowed a magnifying glass from an ASU biology lab but couldn’t find any more clues in the drawing regarding a time or date. That afternoon, once she finished her classes, Laura made her way to Wylie Street. Hell turned out to be a narrow space between two larger buildings—one a head shop with bongs in the window, the other a XXX video store. The jammed little frontage had no windows, just a graffiti-riddled door. In lieu of a formal sign, there was a plank with the name of the establishment hand-lettered in blue paint.


  Inside, the room was thin and long, able to accommodate a bar and not much else. The walls were painted black. In spite of the fact that it was three in the afternoon, there were six people sitting at the bar, some of whom Laura could not assign to one gender or the other. As the sunlight cracked through the open doorway, they turned to her, squinting, moles coming up from the belly of the earth.


  Daniel Stone sat closest to the door. He raised one eyebrow and stubbed out his cigarette on the wood of the bar. “Have a seat.”


  She held out her hand. “I’m Laura Piper.”


  He looked at her hand, amused, but didn’t shake it. She crawled onto the stool and folded her purse into her lap. “Have you been waiting long?” she asked, as if this were a business meeting.


  He laughed. The sound made her think of summer dust, kicked up by tires on a dirt road. “My whole life.”


  She didn’t know how to respond to that. “You didn’t give me a specific time...”


  His eyes lit up. “But you found the rest. And I pretty much live here, anyway.”


  “Are you from Phoenix?”


  “Alaska.”


  To a girl who’d grown up on the outskirts of the desert, there was nothing more remarkable or idealistically romantic. She pictured snow and polar bears. Eskimos. “What made you come here?”


  He shrugged. “Up there, you learn the blues. I needed to see reds.” It took Laura a moment to realize that he was talking about colors and his drawing. He lit another cigarette. It bothered her—she wasn’t used to people smoking around her—but she didn’t know how to ask him not to. “So,” he said. “Laura.”


  Nervous, she began to fill in the silence between them. “There was a poet who had a Laura as his muse. Petrarch. His sonnets are really beautiful.”


  Daniel’s mouth curved. “Are they, now.”


  She didn’t know if he was making fun of her, and now she was conscious of other people in the bar listening to their conversation, and frankly, she couldn’t remember why she’d ever come here in the first place. She was just about to get up when the bartender set a shot of something clear in front of her. “Oh,” she said. “I don’t drink.”


  Without missing a beat, Daniel reached over and drained the shot glass.


  She was fascinated by him, in the same way that an entomologist would be fascinated by an insect from the far side of the earth, a specimen she had read about but never imagined she’d hold in the palm of her hand. There was an unexpected thrill to being this close to the type of person she’d avoided her whole life. She looked at Daniel Stone and didn’t see a man whose hair was too long and who hadn’t shaved in days, whose T-shirt was threadbare underneath his battered jacket, whose fingertips were stained with nicotine and ink. Instead, she saw who she might have been if she hadn’t made the conscious choice to be someone else.


  “You like poetry,” Daniel said, picking up the thread of conversation.


  “Well, Ashbery’s okay. But if you’ve read Rumi—” She broke off, realizing that what she really should have said, in response, was Yes. “I guess you probably didn’t invite me here to talk about poetry.”


  “It’s all bullshit to me, but I like the way your eyes look when you talk about it.”


  Laura put a little more distance between them, as much as she could while sitting on a bar stool.


  “Don’t you want to know why I invited you here?” Daniel asked.


  She nodded and forgot to breathe.


  “Because I knew you were smart enough to find the invitation. Because your hair’s got all the colors of fire.” He reached out and put his hand on her chin, trailing it down her throat. “Because when I touched you here the other night, I wanted to taste you.”


  Before she realized what he was doing, Laura found herself in his arms, with his mouth moving hot across hers. On his breath, there were traces of alcohol and cigarettes and seclusion.


  Shoving him away, she stumbled off her bar stool. “What are you doing?”


  “What you came here for,” Daniel said.


  The other men at the bar were whistling. Laura felt her face burn. “I don’t know why I came here,” she said, and she started to walk toward the door.


  “Because of everything we have in common,” Daniel called out.


  She couldn’t simply let that one pass. Turning around, she said, “Believe me. We don’t have anything in common.”


  “Don’t we?” Daniel approached her, pinning the door shut with one arm. “Did you tell your boyfriend you were coming to see me?” When Laura remained stone-silent, he laughed.


  Laura stilled underneath the weight of the truth: She had lied—not only to Walter but also to herself. She had come here of her own free will; she had come here because she couldn’t stand the thought of not coming. But what if the reason Daniel Stone fascinated her had nothing to do with difference... but similarity? What if she recognized in him parts of herself that had been there all along, underneath the surface?


  What if Daniel Stone was right?


  She stared up at him, her heart hammering. “What would you have done if I hadn’t come here today?”


  His blue eyes darkened. “Waited.”


  She was awkward, and she was self-conscious, but Laura took a step toward him. She thought of Madame Bovary and of Juliet, of poison running through your bloodstream, of passion doing the same.


  •••


  Mike Bartholemew was pacing around near the emergency room’s Coke machine when he heard his name being called. He glanced up to find a tiny woman with a cap of dark hair facing him, her hands buried in the pockets of her white physician’s coat. C. Roth, M.D. “I was hoping to talk to you about Trixie Stone,” he said.


  She nodded, glancing at the crowd around them. “Why don’t we go into one of the empty exam rooms?”


  There was nowhere Mike wanted to be less. The last time he’d been in one, it was to ID his daughter’s body. He had no sooner walked across the threshold than he started to weave and feel the room spin. “Are you all right?” the doctor asked, as he steadied himself against the examination table.


  “It’s nothing.”


  “Let me get you something to drink.”


  She was gone for only a few seconds and came back bearing a paper cone from a water cooler. When Mike finished drinking, he crushed the cup in his hand. “Must be a flu going around,” he said, trying to dismiss his own weakness. “I’ve got a few follow-up questions based on your medical report.”


  “Fire away.”


  Mike took a pad and pen out of his coat pocket. “You said that Trixie Stone’s demeanor was calm when she was here?”


  “Yes, until the pelvic exam—she got a bit upset at that. But during the rest of the exam she was very quiet.”


  “Not hysterical?”


  “Not all rape victims come in that way,” the doctor said. “Some are in shock.”


  “Was she bleeding?”


  “Minimally.”


  “Shouldn’t there have been more, if she was a virgin?”


  The doctor shrugged. “A hymen can break when a girl is eight years old, riding a bike. There doesn’t have to be blood the first time there’s intercourse.”


  “But you also said there was no significant internal trauma,” Mike said.


  The doctor frowned at him. “Aren’t you supposed to be on her side?”


  “I don’t take sides,” Mike said. “But I do try to make sense of the facts, and before we have a rape case, I need to make sure that I’ve ruled out inconsistencies.”


  “Well, you’re talking about an organ that’s made for accommodation. Just because there wasn’t visible internal trauma doesn’t mean there wasn’t intercourse without consent.”


  Mike looked down at the examination table, uncomfortable, and suddenly could see the still, swathed form of his daughter’s battered body. One arm, which had slipped off to hang toward the floor, with its black user’s bruise in the crook of the elbow.


  “Her arm,” Mike murmured.


  “The cuts? I photographed them for you. The lacs were still oozing when she came in,” the doctor said, “but she couldn’t remember seeing a weapon during the attack.”


  Mike took the Polaroid out of his pocket, the one that showed Trixie’s left wrist. There was the deep cut that Dr. Roth was describing, still angry and red as a mouth, but if you looked carefully you could also see the silver herringbone pattern of older scars. “Is there any chance Trixie Stone did this to herself?”


  “It’s a possibility. We see a lot of cutting in teenage girls these days. But it still doesn’t preclude the fact that Trixie was sexually assaulted.”


  “You’d be willing to testify to that?” Mike asked.


  The doctor folded her arms. “Have you ever sat in on a female rape kit collection, Detective?”


  She knew, of course, that Mike hadn’t. He couldn’t, as a man.


  “It takes over an hour and involves not just a thorough external examination but a painfully thorough internal one as well. It involves having your body scrutinized under UV light and swabbed for evidence. It involves photography. It involves being asked intimate details about your sexual habits. It involves having your clothes confiscated. I’ve been an ER OB/GYN for fifteen years, Detective, and I have yet to see the woman who’d be willing to suffer through a sexual assault exam just for the hell of it.” She glanced up at Mike. “Yes,” Dr. Roth said. “I’ll testify.”


  •••


  Janice didn’t just have tea in her office. She had oolong, Sleepytime, and orange pekoe. Darjeeling, rooibos, and sencha. Dragon Well, macha, gunpowder, jasmine, Keemun. Lapsang souchong and Assam: Yunnan and Nilgiri. “What would you like?” she asked.


  Trixie hugged a throw pillow to her chest. “Coffee.”


  “Like I haven’t heard that before.”


  Trixie had come to this appointment reluctantly. Her father had dropped her off and would be back to get her at five. “What if I have nothing to say?” Trixie had asked him the minute before she got out of the car. But as it turned out, since she’d sat down, she hadn’t shut up. She’d told Janice about her conversation with Zephyr and the way Moss had looked through her like she was a ghost. She’d talked about the condoms in her locker and why she hadn’t reported them to the principal. She talked about how, even when people weren’t whispering behind her back, she could still hear them doing it.


  Janice settled down onto a heap of pillows on the floor—her office was shared by four different sexual assault advocates and was full of soft edges and things you could hug if you needed to. “It sounds to me like Zephyr’s a little confused right now,” Janice said. “She thinks she has to pick between you and Moss, so she isn’t going to be a viable form of support.”


  “Well,” Trixie said, “that leaves my mom and dad, and I can’t quite go dragging them to school with me.”


  “What about your other friends?”


  Trixie worried the fringe of the pillow on her lap. “I sort of stopped spending time with them when I started hanging out with Jason.”


  “You must have missed them.”


  She shook her head. “I was so wrapped up in Jason, there wasn’t room for anything else.” Trixie looked up at Janice. “That’s love, isn’t it?”


  “Did Jason ever tell you he loved you?”


  “I told him once.” She sat up and reached for the tea that Janice had given her, even though she’d said she didn’t want any. The mug was smooth in her palms, radiant with heat. Trixie wondered if this was what it felt like to hold a heart. “He said he loved me too.”


  “When was that?”


  October fourteenth, at nine thirty-nine P.M. They had been in the back row of a movie theater holding hands, watching a teen slasher flick. She had been wearing Zephyr’s blue mohair sweater, the one that made her boobs look bigger than they actually were. Jason had bought Sour Patch Kids and she was drinking Sprite. But Trixie thought that telling Janice the details that had been burned into her mind might make her sound too pathetic, so instead she just said, “About a month after we got together.”


  “Did he tell you he loved you after that?”


  Trixie had waited for him to say it first, without prompting, but Jason hadn’t. And she hadn’t said it again, because she was too afraid he wouldn’t say it back.


  She had thought she heard him whisper it afterward, the other night, but she was so numb by then she still was not entirely sure she hadn’t just made it up to soften the blow of what had happened.


  “How did you two break up?” Janice asked.


  They had been standing in Jason’s kitchen, eating M&M’s out of a bowl on the table. I think it might be a good thing if we saw other people, he had said, when five seconds earlier they had been talking about a teacher who was taking the rest of the year off to be with the baby she’d adopted from Romania. Trixie hadn’t been able to breathe, and her mind spun frantically to figure out what she had done wrong. It isn’t you, Jason had said. But he was perfect, so how could that be true?


  He said he wanted them to stay friends, and she nodded, even though she knew it was impossible. How was she supposed to smile as she passed by him at school, when she wanted to collapse? How could she unhear his promises?


  The night Jason broke up with her, they had gone to his house to hook up—his folks were out. Afraid that her parents might do something stupid, like call, Trixie had told them that a whole bunch of kids were going to a movie. And so, after Jason dropped the bomb, Trixie was forced to spend another two hours in his company, until the time the movie would have been over, when all she really wanted to do was hide underneath her covers and cry herself dry.


  “When Jason broke up with you,” Janice asked, “what did you do to make yourself feel better?”


  Cut. The word popped into Trixie’s mind so fast that only at the very last moment did she press her lips together to keep it inside. But at the same time, she subconsciously slid her right hand over her left wrist.


  Janice had been watching too closely. She reached for Trixie’s arm and inched up the cuff of her shirt. “So that didn’t happen during the rape.”


  “No.”


  “Why did you tell the doctor in the emergency room that it did?”


  Trixie’s eyes filled with tears. “I didn’t want her to think I was crazy.”


  After Jason broke up with her, Trixie lost any semblance of emotional control. She’d find herself sobbing when a certain song came on the car radio and have to make up excuses to her father. She would walk by Jason’s locker in the hope that she might accidentally cross paths with him. She’d find the one computer in the library whose screen in the sunlight mirrored the table behind her, and she’d watch Jason in its reflection while she pretended to type. She was swimming in tar, when the rest of the world, including Jason, had so seamlessly moved on.


  “I was in the bathroom one day,” Trixie confessed, “and I opened up the medicine cabinet and saw my father’s razor blades. I just did it without thinking. But it felt so good to take my mind off everything else. It was a kind of pain that made sense.”


  “There are constructive ways to deal with depression—”


  “It’s crazy, right?” Trixie interrupted. “To love someone who’s hurt you?”


  “It’s crazier to think that someone who hurts you loves you,” Janice replied.


  Trixie lifted her mug. The tea was cold now. She held it in a way that blocked her face, so that Janice wouldn’t be able to look her in the eye. If she did, surely she’d see the one last secret Trixie had managed to keep: that after That Night, she hated Jason... but she hated herself more. Because even after what had happened, there was a part of Trixie that still wanted him back.


  •••


  From the Letters to the Editor page of the Portland Press Herald:


  To the Editors:


  We would like to express our shock and anger at the allegations leveled against Jason Underhill. Anyone who knows Jason understands that he doesn’t have a violent bone in his body. If rape is a crime of violence and dominance over another person, shouldn’t there then be signs of violence?


  While Jason’s life has been brought to a screeching halt, the so-called victim in this case continues to walk around undeterred. While Jason is being redrawn as a monster, this victim is seemingly absent of the symptoms associated with a sexual assault. Might this not be a rape after all... but a case of a young girl’s remorse after making a decision she wished she hadn’t?


  If the town of Bethel was to pass judgment on this case, Jason Underhill would surely be found innocent.


  Sincerely,


  Thirteen anonymous educators from Bethel H.S.... and fifty-six additional signatories


  Superheroes were born in the minds of people desperate to be rescued. The first, and arguably the most legendary, arrived in the 1930s, care of Shuster and Siegel, two unemployed, apprehensive Jewish immigrants who couldn’t get work at a newspaper. They imagined a loser who only had to whip off his glasses and step into a phone booth to morph into a paragon of manliness, a world where the geek got the girl at the end. The public, reeling from the Depression, embraced Superman, who took them away from a bleak reality.


  Daniel’s first comic book had been about leaving, too. It had grown from a Yup’ik story about a hunter who stupidly set out alone and speared a walrus. The hunter knew he couldn’t haul it in by himself, yet if he didn’t let go of the rope it would drag him down and kill him. The hunter decided to release the line, but his hands had frozen into position and he was pulled underwater. Instead of drowning, though, he sank to the bottom of the sea and became a walrus himself.


  Daniel started to draw the comic book at recess one day, after he was kept inside because he’d punched a kid who teased him for his blue eyes. He’d absently picked up a pencil and drew a figure that started in the sea—all flippers and tusks—and evolved toward shore to standing position, gradually developing the arms and legs and face of a man. He drew and he drew, watching his hero break away from his village in a way that Daniel couldn’t himself.


  He couldn’t seem to escape these days, either. In the wake of Trixie’s rape, Daniel had gotten precious little drawing done. At this point, the only way he would make his deadline was if he stayed awake 24/7 and managed to magically add a few hours to each day. He hadn’t called Marvel, though, to break the bad news. Explaining why he had been otherwise occupied would somehow make what had happened to Trixie more concrete.


  When the phone rang at seven-thirty A.M., Daniel grabbed for it. Trixie was not going to school today, and Daniel wanted her to stay blessedly unconscious for as long as humanly possible. “You got something to tell me?” the voice on the other end demanded.


  Daniel broke out in a cold sweat. “Paulie,” he said. “What’s up?”


  Paulie Goldman was Daniel’s longtime editor, and a legend. Known for his ever-present cigar and red bow tie, he’d been a crony of all the great men in the business: Stan Lee, Jack Kirby, Steve Ditko. These days, he’d be just as likely to be found grabbing a Reuben at his favorite corner deli with Alan Moore, Todd McFarlane, or Neil Gaiman.


  It had been Paulie who’d jumped all over Daniel’s idea to bring a graphic novel back to former comic book fans who were now adults, and to let Daniel not only pencil the art but also write a story line that might appeal to them. He’d gotten Marvel on board, although they were leery at first. Like all publishers, trying something that hadn’t been done before was considered anathema—unless you succeeded, in which case you were called revolutionary. But given the marketing that Marvel had put behind the Wildclaw series, to miss a deadline would be catastrophic.


  “Have you happened to read the latest Lying in the Gutters?” Paulie asked.


  He was referring to an online trade gossip column by Rich Johnston. The title was a double entendre—gutters were the spaces between panels, the structure that made a comic illustration a comic illustration. Johnston encouraged “gutterati” to send him scoop to post in his articles, and “guttersnipes” to spread the word across the Internet. With the phone crooked against his shoulder, Daniel pulled up the Web page on his computer and scanned the headlines.


  A Story That’s Not About Marvel Editorial, he read.


  The DC Purchase of Flying Pig Comics That Isn’t Going to Happen.


  You Saw It Here Second: In The Weeds, the new title from Crawl Space, will be drawn by Evan Hohman... but the pages are already popping up on eBay.


  And on the very bottom: Wildclaw Sheathed?


  Daniel leaned toward the screen. I understand that Daniel Stone, It Kid of the Moment, has drawn... count ’em, folks... ZERO pages toward his next Tenth Circle deadline. Was the hype really just a hoax? What good’s a great series when there’s nothing new to read?


  “This is bullshit,” Daniel said. “I’ve been drawing.”


  “How much?”


  “It’ll get done, Paulie.”


  “How much?”


  “Eight pages.”


  “Eight pages? You’ve got to get me twenty-two by the end of the week if it’s going to get inked on time.”


  “I’ll ink it myself if I have to.”


  “Yeah? Will you run it off on Xerox machines and take it to the distributor too? For God’s sake, Danny. This isn’t high school. The dog isn’t allowed to eat your homework.” He paused, then said, “I know you’re a last-minute guy, but this isn’t like you. What’s going on?”


  How do you explain to a man who’d made a life out of fantasy that sometimes reality came crashing down? In comics, heroes escaped and villains lost and not even death was permanent. “The series,” Daniel said quietly. “It’s taking a little bit of a turn.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “The story line. It’s becoming more... family oriented.”


  Paulie was silent for a moment, thinking this over. “Family’s good,” he mused. “You mean a plot that would bring parents and their kids together?”


  Daniel pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “I hope so,” he said.


  •••


  Trixie was systematically removing all traces of Jason from her bedroom. She tossed into the trash the first note he’d passed her in class. The goofy reel of pictures they’d taken at a booth at Old Orchard Beach. The green felt blotter on her desk, where she could feel the impression of his name, after writing it dozens of times on paper.


  It was when she went to throw the blotter out in the recycle bin that she saw the newspaper, the page open to the letter her parents had not wanted her to see.


  “If the town of Bethel was to pass judgment on this case,” Trixie read, “Jason Underhill would surely be found innocent.”


  What they hadn’t said, in that awful editorial letter, was that this town had already tried and judged the wrong person. She ran upstairs again, to her computer, and connected to the Internet. She looked up the Web page for the Portland Press Herald and started to type a rebuttal letter.


  To Whom It May Concern, Trixie wrote.


  I know it is the policy of your paper to keep victims who are minors anonymous. But I’m one of those minors, and instead of having people guess, I want them to know my name.


  She thought of a dozen other girls who might read this, girls who had been too scared to tell anyone what had happened to them. Or the dozen girls who had told someone and who could read this and find the courage they needed to get through one more day of the hell that was high school. She thought of the boys who would think twice before taking something that wasn’t theirs.


  My name is Trixie Stone, she typed.


  She watched the letters quiver on the page; she read the spaces between the words—all of which reminded her that she was a coward. Then she hit the delete button.


  •••


  The phone rang just as Laura walked into the kitchen. By the time she’d picked up, so had Daniel on an upstairs connection. “I’m looking for Laura Stone,” the caller said, and she dropped the glass she was holding into the sink.


  “I’ve got it,” Laura said. She waited for Daniel to hang up.


  “I miss you,” Seth replied.


  She didn’t answer right away; she couldn’t. What if she hadn’t picked up the phone? Would Seth have started chatting up Daniel? Would he have introduced himself? “Do not ever call here again,” Laura whispered.


  “I need to talk to you.”


  Her heart was beating so hard she could barely hear her own voice. “I can’t.”


  “Please. Laura. It’s important.”


  Daniel walked into the kitchen and poured himself some water. “Please take me off your call list,” Laura said, and she hung up.


  •••


  In retrospect Laura realized that she’d dated Daniel through osmosis, taking a little of his recklessness and making it part of herself. She broke up with Walter and began sleeping through classes. She started smoking. She peppered Daniel with questions about the past he wouldn’t discuss. She learned how her own body could be an instrument, how Daniel could play a symphony over her skin.


  Then she found out she was pregnant.


  At first, she thought that the reason she didn’t tell Daniel was because she feared he’d run. Gradually, though, she realized that she hadn’t told Daniel because she was the one considering flight. Reality kicked at Laura with a vengeance, now that responsibility had caught up to her. At twenty-four years old, what was she doing staying up all night to bet on cockfights in the basement of a tenement? What good would it be in the long run if she could lay claim to finding the best tequila over the border but her doctoral thesis was dead in the water? It had been one thing to flirt with the dark side; it was another thing entirely to set down roots there.


  Parents didn’t take their baby trolling the streets after midnight. They didn’t live out of the back of a car. They couldn’t buy formula and cereal and clothes with the happenstance cash that dribbled in from sketches done here and there. Although Daniel could currently pull Laura like a tide to the moon, she couldn’t imagine them together ten years from now. She was forced to consider the startling fact that the love of her life might not actually be someone with whom she could spend a lifetime.


  When Laura broke up with Daniel, she convinced herself she was doing both of them a favor. She did not mention the baby, although she had known all along she would keep it. Sometimes she’d find herself losing hours at a time, wondering if her child would have the same pale wolf-eyes as its father. She threw out her cigarettes and started wearing sweater sets again and driving with her seat belt fastened. She folded Daniel neatly away in her mind and pretended not to think about him.


  A few months later, Laura came home to find Daniel waiting at her condo. He took one look at her maternity top and then, furious, grabbed her by her upper arms. “How could you not tell me about this?”


  Laura panicked, wondering if she’d misinterpreted the jagged edge of his personality all along. What if he wasn’t just wild, but truly dangerous? “I figured it was best if—”


  “What were you going to tell the baby?” Daniel said. “About me?”


  “I... hadn’t gotten that far.”


  Laura watched him carefully. Daniel had turned into someone she couldn’t quite recognize. This wasn’t just some Bad Boy out to buck the system—this was someone so deeply upset that he’d forgotten to cover the scars.


  He sank down onto the front steps. “My mother told me that my dad died before I was born. But when I was eleven, the mail plane brought a letter addressed to me.” Daniel glanced up. “You don’t get money from ghosts.”


  Laura crouched down beside him.


  “The postmarks were always different, but after that first letter he’d send cash every month. He never talked about why he wasn’t there, with us. He’d talk about what the salt mountains looked like in Utah, or how cold the Mississippi River was when you stepped into it barefoot. He said that one day he’d take me to all those places, so I could see for myself,” Daniel said. “I waited for years, you know, and he never came to get me.”


  He turned to Laura. “My mother said she’d lied because she thought it would be easier to hear that my father was dead than to hear he hadn’t wanted a family. I don’t want our baby to have a father like that.”


  “Daniel,” she confessed, “I’m not sure if I want our baby to have a father like you.”


  He reared back, as if he’d been slapped. Slowly, he got to his feet and walked away.


  Laura spent the next week crying. Then one morning, when she went out to get the newspaper, she found Daniel asleep on the front steps of her condo. He stood up, and she could not stop staring: His shoulder-length hair had been cut military-short; he was wearing khaki pants and a blue oxford cloth shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He held out a stub of paper. “It’s the check I just deposited,” Daniel explained. “I got a job working at Atomic Comics. They gave me a week’s salary in advance.”


  Laura listened, her resolve cracking wide open. What if she was not the only one who had been fascinated by a personality different from her own? What if all the time that she’d been absorbing Daniel’s wildness, he’d been looking to her for redemption?


  What if love wasn’t the act of finding what you were missing but the give-and-take that made you both match?


  “I don’t have enough cash yet,” Daniel continued, “but when I do, I’m going to take art courses at the community college.” He reached for Laura, so that their child was balanced between them. “Please,” he whispered. “What if that baby’s the best part of me?”


  “You don’t want to do this,” Laura said, even as she moved closer to him. “You’ll hate me one day, for ruining your life.”


  “My life was ruined a long time ago,” Daniel said. “And I’ll never hate you.”


  They got married at the city hall, and Daniel was completely true to his word. He quit smoking and drinking, cold turkey. He came to every OB appointment. Four months later, when Trixie was born, he doted over her as if she were made of sunlight. While Laura taught undergrads during the day, Daniel played with Trixie in the park and at the zoo. At night, he took classes and began doing freelance graphic art, before working for Marvel. He followed Laura from a teaching position in San Diego to one at Marquette to the current one in Maine. He had dinner waiting when she came home from lecturing; he stuffed caricatures of Trixie as SuperBaby in the pockets of her briefcase; he never forgot her birthday. He was, in fact, so perfect that she wondered if the wild in Daniel had only been an act to attract her. But then she would remember the strangest things out of the blue: a night when Daniel had bitten her so hard during sex he’d drawn blood; the sound of him fighting off imaginary enemies in the thick of a nightmare; the time he had tattooed Laura’s body with Magic Markers—snakes and hydras down her arms, a demon in flight at the small of her back. A few years ago, wistful, she had gone so far as to bring one of his inking pens to bed. “You know how hard it is to get that stuff off your skin?” Daniel had said, and that was the end of that.


  Laura knew she had no right to complain. There were women in this world whose husbands beat them, who cried themselves to sleep because their spouses were alcoholics or gamblers. There were women in this world whose partners had said “I love you” fewer times in a lifetime than Daniel would in a week. Laura could shift the blame any old way she liked, but the stiff wind of truth would send it back to her: She hadn’t ruined Daniel’s life by asking him to change. She had ruined her own.


  •••


  Mike Bartholemew glanced at the tape recorder to make sure it was still running. “She was all over me,” Moss Minton said. “Putting her hands in my hair, lap dancing, that kind of stuff.”


  The kid had come down willingly, at Mike’s request, to talk. But less than five minutes into the conversation, it was clear that anything that came out of Moss’s mouth was going to be unduly colored by his allegiance to Jason Underhill.


  “I don’t know how to say this without sounding like a total jerk,” Moss said, “but Trixie was asking for it.”


  Bartholemew leaned back in his chair. “You know this for a fact.”


  “Well... yeah.”


  “Did you have intercourse with Trixie that night?”


  “No.”


  “Then you must have been in the room when your friend was having sex with her,” Bartholemew said. “Or how else would you have heard her consent?”


  “I wasn’t in the room, dude,” Moss said. “But neither were you. Maybe I didn’t hear her say yes, but you didn’t hear her say no, either.”


  Bartholemew turned off the tape recorder. “Thanks for coming in.”


  “We’re done?” Moss said, surprised. “That’s it?”


  “That’s it.” The detective took a card out of his pocket and handed it to Moss. “If you happen to think of anything else you need to tell me, just call.”


  “Bartholemew,” Moss read aloud. “I used to have a babysitter named Holly Bartholemew. I think I was around nine or ten.”


  “My daughter.”


  “No kidding? Does she still live around here?”


  Mike hesitated. “Not anymore.”


  Moss stuffed the business card in his pocket. “Tell her I said hi the next time you see her.” He gave the detective a half wave and then walked out.


  “I will,” Mike said, as his voice unraveled like lace.


  •••


  Daniel opened the door to find Janice, the sexual assault advocate, on the other side. “Oh, I didn’t know Trixie made plans to see you.”


  “She didn’t,” Janice replied. “Can I speak to you and Laura for a second?”


  “Laura’s at the college,” he said, just as Trixie poked her head over the railing from upstairs. Before, Trixie would not have hung back like that; she would have bounded down like lightning, certain that the visitor was for her.


  “Trixie,” Janice said, spotting her. “I need to tell you something you’re not going to like.”


  Trixie came downstairs, sidling up beside Daniel, the way she used to do when she was tiny and saw something frightening.


  “The defense attorney representing Jason Underhill has subpoenaed the records of my conversations with Trixie.”


  Daniel shook his head. “I don’t understand. Isn’t that a violation of privacy?”


  “Only when you’re talking about the defendant. Unfortunately, if you’re the victim of a crime, it’s a different story. You can wind up with your diary as evidence, or the transcripts of your psychiatric sessions.” She looked at Trixie. “Or your discussions with a rape crisis counselor.”


  Daniel had no idea what went on during the times Janice had met with Trixie, but beside him, his daughter was shaking. “You can’t turn over the records,” she said.


  “If we don’t, our director will be sent to jail,” Janice explained.


  “I’ll do it,” Daniel said. “I’ll go to jail in her place.”


  “The court won’t accept that. Believe me, you’re not the first father to volunteer.”


  You’re not the first. Daniel slowly put the words together. “This happened before?”


  “Unfortunately, yes,” Janice admitted.


  “You said what I told you didn’t leave that room!” Trixie cried. “You said you’d help me. How is this supposed to help me?”


  As Trixie flew up the stairs, Janice started after her. “Let me go talk to her.”


  Daniel stepped forward, blocking her way. “Thanks,” he said. “But I think you’ve done enough.”


  •••


  The law says that Jason Underhill has the right to mount a defense, Detective Bartholemew explained on the phone. The law says that a victim’s credibility can be questioned. And with all due respect, he added, your daughter already has some credibility issues.


  She was involved with this boy beforehand.


  She was drinking.


  She’s made some inconsistent statements.


  Daniel’s response: Like what?


  Now that he’d finished talking to the detective, Daniel felt numb. He walked upstairs and opened Trixie’s bedroom door. She lay on her bed, facing away from him.


  “Trixie,” he said as evenly as he could. “Were you really a virgin?”


  She went still. “What, now you don’t believe me either?”


  “You lied to the police.”


  Trixie rolled over, stricken. “You’re going to listen to some stupid detective instead of—”


  “What were you thinking?” Daniel exploded.


  Trixie sat up, taken aback. “What were you thinking?” she cried. “You knew. You had to know what was going on.”


  Daniel thought of the times he had watched Trixie pull up in Jason’s car after a date, when he had moved away from the window. He’d told himself it was for her privacy, but was that true? Had he really turned a blind eye because he couldn’t bear to see that boy’s face close to his daughter’s, to see his hand graze the bottom of Trixie’s breast?


  He’d seen towels in the wash smeared with heavy eye makeup he couldn’t remember Trixie wearing out of the house. He’d kept silent when he heard Laura complain because her favorite pair of heels or shirt or lipstick had gone missing, only to find them underneath Trixie’s bed. He’d pretended not to notice how Trixie’s clothes fit tighter these days, how her stride shimmered with confidence.


  Trixie was right. Just because a person didn’t admit that something had changed didn’t mean it hadn’t happened. Maybe Trixie had screwed up... but so had he.


  “I knew,” he said, stunned to speak the words aloud. “I just didn’t want to.”


  Daniel looked at his daughter. There were still traces of Trixie as a stubborn little girl—in the curve of her chin when her jaw clenched, in the dusky length of her lashes, in her much-maligned freckles. She wasn’t all gone, not yet.


  As he pulled Trixie into his arms and felt her unspool, Daniel understood: The law was not going to protect his daughter, which meant that he had to.


  “I couldn’t tell them,” Trixie sobbed. “You were standing right there.”


  That was when Daniel remembered: When the doctor asked Trixie if she’d ever had intercourse before, he’d still been in the examination room.


  Her voice was small, the truth curled tight as a snail. “I didn’t want you to be mad at me. And I thought if I told the doctor that Jason and I had already done it, she wouldn’t believe I got raped. But it could still happen, couldn’t it, Daddy? Just because I said yes before doesn’t mean I couldn’t say no this time...?” She convulsed against him, crying hard.


  You signed no contract to become a parent, but the responsibilities were written in invisible ink. There was a point when you had to support your child, even if no one else would. It was your job to rebuild the bridge, even if your child was the one who burned it in the first place. So maybe Trixie had danced around the truth. Maybe she had been drinking. Maybe she had been flirting at the party. But if Trixie said she had been raped, then Daniel would swear by it.


  “Baby,” he said, “I believe you.”


  •••


  A few mornings later, when Daniel was out at the dump, Laura heard the doorbell ring. But by the time she reached the hallway to answer it, Trixie was already there. She stood in her flannel pajama bottoms and T-shirt, staring at a man standing on the porch.


  Seth was wearing work boots and a fleece vest and looked as if he hadn’t slept in several days. He was looking at Trixie with confusion, as if he couldn’t quite place her. When he saw Laura approach, he immediately started to speak. “I’ve got to talk to you,” he began, but she cut him off.


  She touched Trixie’s shoulder. “Go upstairs,” she said firmly, and Trixie bolted like a rabbit. Then Laura turned to Seth again. “I cannot believe you had the nerve to come to my house.”


  “There’s something you need to know—”


  “I know that I can’t see you anymore,” Laura said. She was shaking, partly with fear, partly because of Seth’s proximity. It had been easier to convince herself that this was over when he wasn’t standing in front of her. “Don’t do this to me,” she whispered, and she closed the door.


  Laura rested against it for a second, eyes closed. What if Daniel had not been at the dump, if he’d opened the door, instead of Trixie? Would he have recognized Seth on sight, simply by the way his face changed when he looked at Laura? Would he have gone for Seth’s throat?


  If they’d fought, she’d have sided with the victim. But which man was that?


  Gathering her composure, Laura walked up the stairs toward Trixie’s room. She wasn’t sure what Trixie knew, or even what she suspected. Surely she had noticed that her parents barely spoke these days, that her father had taken to sleeping on the couch. She had to wonder why, the night of the rape, Laura had been staying overnight in her office. But if Trixie had questions, she’d kept them to herself. It was as if she instinctively understood what Laura was only just figuring out: Once you admitted to a mistake, it grew exponentially, until there was no way to get it back under wraps.


  Laura was tempted to pretend that Seth was a Fuller Brush salesman or any other stranger but decided she would take her cues from Trixie herself. Laura opened the door to find Trixie pulling a shirt over her head. “That guy,” she said, her face hidden. “What was he doing here?”


  Well.


  Laura sat down on the bed. “He wasn’t here because of you. I mean, he’s not a reporter or anything like that. And he’s not coming back. Ever.” She sighed. “I wish I didn’t have to have this conversation.”


  Trixie’s head popped through the neck of the shirt. “What?”


  “It’s finished, completely, one hundred percent. Your father knows, and we’re trying... well, we’re trying to figure this out. I screwed up, Trixie,” Laura said, choking over the words. “I wish I could take it back, but I can’t.”


  She realized that Trixie was staring at her, the same way she used to gaze hard at a math problem she simply couldn’t puzzle into an answer. “You mean... you and him...”


  Laura nodded. “Yeah.”


  Trixie ducked her head. “Did you guys ever talk about me?”


  “He knew you existed. He knew I was married.”


  “I can’t believe you’d do this to Daddy,” Trixie said, her voice rising. “He’s, like, my age. That’s disgusting.”


  Laura’s jaw clenched. Trixie deserved to have this moment of rage; it was owed to her as part of Laura’s reparation. But that didn’t make it any easier.


  “I wasn’t thinking, Trixie—”


  “Yeah, because you were too busy being a slut.”


  Laura raised her palm, coming just short of slapping Trixie across the face. Her hand shook inches away from Trixie’s cheek, rendering both of them speechless for a moment. “No,” Laura breathed. “Neither of us should do something we won’t be able to take back.”


  She stared Trixie down, until the fury dissolved and the tears came. Laura drew Trixie into her arms, rocked her. “Are you and Daddy going to get a divorce?” Her voice was small, childlike.


  “I hope not,” Laura said.


  “Did you... love him?”


  She closed her eyes and imagined Seth’s poetry, placed word by word onto her own tongue, a gourmet meal mixed with rhythm and description. She felt the immediacy of a single moment, when unlocking a door took too long, when buttons were popped instead of slipped open.


  But here was Trixie, who had nursed with her hand fisted in Laura’s hair. Trixie, who sucked her thumb until she was ten but only when no one could see. Trixie, who believed that the wind could sing and that you could learn the songs if you just listened carefully enough. Trixie, who was the proof that at one time, she and Daniel had achieved perfection together.


  Laura pressed her lips against her daughter’s temple. “I loved you more,” she said.


  She had nearly turned her back once on this family. Had she really been stupid enough to come close to doing it again? She was crying just as hard as Trixie was now, to the point where it was impossible to tell which one of them was clinging to the other. Laura felt, in that moment, like the survivor of the train wreck, the woman who steps outside the smoking wreckage to realize that her arms and legs still work, that she has somehow come through a catastrophe unscathed.


  Laura buried her face in the curve of her daughter’s neck. It was possible she’d been wrong on several counts. It was possible that a miracle was not something that happened to you, but rather something that didn’t.


  •••


  The first place it appeared was on the screen at the school library computer terminal where you could look books up by their Dewey decimal number. From there, it spread to the twenty iBooks and ten iMacs in the computer lab, while the ninth-graders were in the middle of taking their typing skills test. Within five more minutes, it was on the monitor of the desk of the school nurse.


  Trixie was in an elective, School Newspaper, when it happened. Although her parents had tried to talk her out of going to school, it turned out to be the lesser of two evils. Home was supposed to be a safe place, but had become a minefield full of explosions waiting to happen. School, she already knew, wouldn’t be comfortable at all. And right now, she really needed to function in a world where nothing took her by surprise.


  In class, Trixie was sitting beside a girl named Felice with acne and beaver breath, the only one who would volunteer these days to be her partner. They were using desktop-publishing software to move columns of text about the losing basketball team, when the computer blue-screened. “Mr. Watford,” Felice called out. “I think we crashed...”


  The teacher came over, reaching between the girls to hit Control-Alt-Delete a few times, but the machine wouldn’t reboot. “Hmm,” he said. “Why don’t you two edit the advice column by hand instead?”


  “No, wait, it’s coming back,” Felice said, as the screen blossomed into Technicolor. Smack in the middle was Trixie, standing half naked in Zephyr’s living room—the photo Moss had taken the night she was raped.


  “Oh,” Mr. Watford said faintly. “Well, then.”


  Trixie felt as if a pole had been driven through her lungs. She tore herself away from the computer screen, grabbed her backpack, and ran to the main office. There, she threw herself on the mercy of the secretary. “I need to talk to the principal—”


  Her voice snapped like an icicle, as she glanced down at the computer on the secretary’s desk and saw her own face staring back at her.


  Trixie flew out of the office, out the front doors of the school. She didn’t stop running until she was standing on the bridge over the river, the same bridge where she and Zephyr had stood the day before she became someone different. She dug in her backpack through loose pencils and crumpled papers and makeup compacts until she found the cell phone her father had given her—his own, for emergencies. “Daddy,” she sobbed, when he answered, “please come get me.”


  It wasn’t until her father assured her he would be there in two minutes flat that she hung up and noticed what she hadn’t when she first placed the call: Her father’s phone screen saver—once a graphic of Rogue, from the X-Men—was now the topless picture of Trixie that had spread to three-quarters of the cell phone users in Bethel, Maine.


  •••


  The knock on Bartholemew’s door caught him off guard. It was his day off—although he’d already been to Bethel High and back. He had just finished changing into pajama pants and an old police academy sweatshirt with a sleeve that Ernestine had chewed a hole through. “Coming,” he called out, and when he opened the door he found Daniel Stone standing on the other side of it.


  It wasn’t surprising to him that Stone was there, given what had happened at the school. It also wasn’t surprising that Stone knew where Bartholemew lived. Like most cops, he didn’t have a listed address and phone number, but Bethel was small enough for most people to know other people’s business. You could drive down the street and recognize folks by the cars they drove; you could pass a house and know who resided inside.


  He was aware, for example, even before Trixie Stone’s case came to his attention that a comic book artist of some national renown lived in the area. He hadn’t read the comics, but some of the other guys at the station had. Supposedly, unlike his violence-prone hero Wildclaw, Daniel Stone was a mild-mannered guy who didn’t mind signing an autograph if you stood behind him in the grocery store checkout line. In his few dealings with Stone so far, the guy had seemed protective of his daughter and frustrated beyond belief. Unlike some of the men Bartholemew had run across in his career, who put their fists through glass walls or drowned their wrath in alcohol, Daniel Stone seemed to have a handle on his emotions—until now. The man was standing at the threshold of Bartholemew’s door, literally shaking with rage.


  Stone thrust a printout of the now-infamous picture of Trixie into Bartholemew’s hand. “Have you seen this?”


  Bartholemew had. For about three straight hours this morning, at the high school, on the computers at the town offices, everywhere he looked.


  “Hasn’t my daughter been victimized enough?”


  Bartholemew instinctively went into calming mode, softening his voice. “I know you’re upset, but we’re doing everything we can.”


  Stone scraped his gaze over Bartholemew’s off-duty attire. “Yeah. You look like you’re working your ass off.” He looked up at the detective. “You told us that Underhill’s not supposed to have anything to do with Trixie.”


  “Our computer tech guys traced the photo to Moss Minton’s cell phone, not Jason Underhill’s.”


  “It doesn’t matter. My daughter’s not the one who’s supposed to be on trial.” Stone set his jaw. “I want the judge to know this happened.”


  “Then he’s also going to know that your daughter was the one who took off her clothes. He’s going to know that every eyewitness at that party I’ve interviewed says Trixie was coming on to a whole bunch of different guys that night,” Bartholemew said. “Look. I know you’re angry. But you don’t want to press this right now, when it might wind up backfiring.”


  Daniel Stone ripped the printed photo from the detective’s grasp. “Would you be saying that if this was your daughter?”


  “If it was my daughter,” Bartholemew said, “I’d be thrilled. I’d be fucking delirious. Because it would mean she was still alive.”


  The truth rolled like mercury, and like any poison, it was the last thing either of them wanted to touch. You’d think, in this age of technology, there’d be some kind of network between fathers, one that let a guy who was in danger of losing his daughter instinctively recognize someone who’d already walked that barren road. As it turned out, hell wasn’t watching the people you love get hurt; it was coming in during the second act, when it was already too late to stop it from happening.


  He expected Daniel Stone to offer his condolences, to tell Bartholemew he was sorry for mouthing off. But instead, the man threw the printed photo onto the ground between them like a gauntlet. “Then of all people,” he said, “you should understand.”


  •••


  She didn’t have a lot of time.


  Trixie’s mother’s voice swam up the stairs. Her mom was on babysitting detail and hadn’t let Trixie out of her sight until she had headed for the bathroom. Her father, right now, was chewing out Detective Bartholemew or the superintendent of schools or maybe even both of them. And what difference would it make? They could burn every last copy of that awful picture of her, and a few months from now, someone else would have a chance to strip her naked in court.


  Sitting on the closed lid of the toilet, she accidentally banged her funny bone against the wall. “Fuck!” she cried, tears springing to her eyes.


  Once, Trixie had had her mouth washed out with soap for road-testing four-letter words. She was four years old, at the supermarket with her father, and she repeated what he’d whispered under his breath when the cashier couldn’t do the math to make change: Use the damn register.


  She knew all sorts of four-letter words now; they just weren’t the ones that most people considered foul language.


  Love.


  Help.


  Rape.


  Stop.


  Then.


  As a child, she’d been afraid of the dark. The closet door had to be shut tight, with her desk chair wedged under the knob, to keep the monsters from getting out. Her blanket had to be pulled up to her neck, or the devil might get her. She had to sleep on her belly, or a vampire could come and put a stake through her heart.


  She was still afraid, years later—not of the dark but of the days. One after another, and no end in sight.


  “Trixie?”


  Trixie heard her mother again and swiftly reached into the medicine cabinet. The hilarious thing—the thing that no one bothered to tell you—was that being raped wasn’t the worst part of everything she’d been through. In fact, that first frantic fall didn’t hurt nearly as much as getting back on your feet afterward.


  •••


  It was the kind of doorknob that needed only a straightened wire hanger to pop the bolt. The minute Laura stepped inside the bathroom, she saw it—blood smearing the white wall of the sink, blood pooling beneath Trixie on the floor, blood covering Trixie’s shirt as she hugged her slashed wrists to her chest. “Oh, my God,” Laura cried, grabbing Trixie’s arms to try to stop the flow. “Oh, Trixie, no...”


  Trixie’s eyelids fluttered. She looked at Laura for a half second and then sank into unconsciousness. Laura held her daughter’s limp body up against her own, knowing that she had to get to a phone and equally sure that if she left Trixie alone, she’d never see her alive again.


  The paramedics who came minutes later asked Laura a barrage of questions: How long had Trixie been unconscious? Had Trixie been suicidal before? Did Laura know where the razor blade had come from? Laura answered each of these, but they didn’t ask the question she was expecting, the one she didn’t have a response for: What if Jason Underhill wasn’t the biggest threat to Trixie? What if that was Trixie herself?


  •••


  Trixie had been doing this for a while. Not in-your-face suicide attempts but recreational cutting. Ironically, the doctors said, that might have been what saved her. Most girls who cut did so horizontally across the wrist, in light little lines. Today, Trixie had cut a deeper slash, but in the same direction. People who meant business, or who knew better, killed themselves by cutting vertically, which meant they’d bleed out faster.


  Either way, if Laura hadn’t gone in when she did, they probably would have been standing over their daughter’s grave instead of her hospital bed.


  The lights were turned off in the room, and there was a glowing red clamp on one of Trixie’s fingers, keeping tabs on her oxygen levels. Someone—a nurse?—had put Trixie in a hospital gown. Daniel had no idea what had happened to her clothes. Did they get saved as evidence, like the ones she had been wearing the night she was raped? As proof of a girl who desperately wanted to trade in her title of survivor?


  “Did you know?” Laura asked softly, her voice reaching through the dark.


  Daniel looked up at her. All he could see was the shine of her eyes. “No.”


  “Do you think we should have?”


  She wasn’t blaming him; that note wasn’t in her voice. She was asking if there had been clues missed, trails ignored. She was trying to pinpoint the moment that it all started to disintegrate.


  Daniel knew there was no answer to that. It was like a trapeze act: How could you really tell at what second the acrobat pushed away, at what moment the anchor let go? You couldn’t, and that was that. You made your deductions from the outcome: a successful landing or a spiraling fall. “I think Trixie was doing her best to make sure we didn’t know.”


  He had a sudden memory of Trixie dressed as a bunch of grapes for Halloween one year. She was five and had been so excited about the costume—they’d spent a month making papier-mâché globes in the basement and painting them purple—but when the time came to trick-or-treat, she refused to get dressed.


  It was dark outside, there were trolling monsters and witches—plenty of reasons, in short, that a kid might get cold feet. Trix, he had asked, what are you scared of?


  How are you going to know who I am, she finally said, if I don’t look like me?


  Laura’s head was bent over her folded hands, and her lips were moving. She didn’t go to church anymore, but she’d been raised Catholic. Daniel had never been particularly religious. Growing up, he and his mother hadn’t gone to church, although most of their neighbors had. The Yupiit got Christianity from the Moravian church, and it had stuck fast. For an Eskimo, it wasn’t inconsistent to believe both that Jesus was his Savior, and that a seal’s soul lived in its bladder until a hunter returned it to the sea.


  Laura brushed Trixie’s hair off her face. “Dante believed God punished suicides by trapping the person’s spirit in a tree trunk. On Judgment Day, they were the only sinners who didn’t get their souls back, because they tried to get rid of them once before.”


  Daniel knew this, actually. It was one of the few points of Laura’s research that intrigued him. It had always struck him as ironic that in the Yup’ik villages, where there was such an epidemic of teen suicide, there weren’t any trees.


  Just then, Trixie stirred. Daniel watched her as the unfamiliar room came into focus. Her eyes widened, hopeful, and then dimmed with disappointment as she realized that in spite of her best intentions, she was still here.


  Laura crawled onto the bed, holding Trixie tight. She was whispering to Trixie, words that Daniel wished came as easily to him. But he didn’t have Laura’s facility with language; he could not keep Trixie safe with promises. All he’d ever been able to do was repaint the world for her, until it became a place she wanted to be.


  Daniel stayed long enough to watch Trixie reach for Laura, grab on with a sure, strong hold. Then he slipped out of the hospital room, moving past nurses and orderlies and patients who were too blind to witness the metamorphosis happening before their eyes.


  •••


  This is what Daniel bought:


  Work gloves and a roll of duct tape.


  A pack of rags.


  Matches.


  A fisherman’s fillet knife.


  He drove thirty miles away, to a different town, and he paid in cash.


  He was determined that there would be no evidence left behind. It would be his word against Daniel’s, and as Daniel was learning, that meant a victim would not win.


  •••


  Jason found that the only time of day his mind was truly occupied was during hockey practice. He simply gave himself over to the game, cutting hard and skating fast and stick-handling with surety and grace. It was this simple: If you were giving a hundred percent at hockey, you didn’t have room left for anything else—such as obsessing over the rumor going around school that Trixie Stone had tried to kill herself.


  He’d been getting ready for practice in the locker room when he heard, and he started to shake so violently that he’d gone into a bathroom stall to sit down. A girl he’d cared for—a girl he’d slept with—had nearly died. It freaked him out to imagine Trixie laughing as her long hair fell over her face, and then the next minute to picture that face six feet underground and crawling with worms.


  By the time he’d regained his composure, Moss was in the locker room, lacing up his skates. It had been Moss who, as a joke, had hacked into the computer system at the school and sent out the photo he’d taken of Trixie during the poker game. Jason had been totally furious, but he couldn’t say that out loud to the kids who high-fived him and told him that they were on his side. His own attorney had even said Jason couldn’t have asked for a better stroke of evidentiary luck. But what if that prank had been the one to put Trixie over the edge? He was already being blamed for something he didn’t do. Would he have been blamed for her death?


  “You are surely the most unlucky bastard on this planet,” Moss had said, giving voice to the other thought in Jason’s head. Had Trixie succeeded, then he’d have been off the hook.


  Now practice was over, and with it came the casual conversation that would—inevitably—turn to Trixie. Jason hurried off the ice and pulled off the gladiator layers of his equipment. He was the first player out of the rink, the first player to his car. He slid into the driver’s seat and turned the ignition, then rested his head on the wheel for a second. Trixie. “Jesus,” he murmured.


  Jason felt the blade of the knife on his Adam’s apple before he heard the voice at his ear. “Close enough,” Daniel Stone said. “Start praying.”


  •••


  Daniel made Jason drive to a bog near the river. He’d driven past once or twice and knew that local hunters liked it for deer and moose, and that their cars stayed well hidden while they were out in their stands. Daniel liked it especially because the evergreens marched thick to the edge of the water and had created enough cover to keep snow from blanketing the ground, which meant that their footsteps would be lost in the marsh instead of preserved.


  He held the boy at knifepoint, backing Jason up against a pine tree until he was kneeling, securing his arms and ankles behind him with duct tape so that he was effectively trussed. The whole time, Daniel kept thinking of what Laura had said about Dante—of Trixie’s soul trapped in that tree, with Jason’s body wrapped around it. That image was all he needed to give him the strength to subdue a seventeen-year-old athlete when Jason started fighting back.


  Jason struggled, pulling on the tape until his wrists and ankles were raw, while Daniel built a campfire. Finally, the boy sagged against the trunk and let his head fall forward. “What are you going to do to me?”


  Daniel took his knife and slipped it under the hem of Jason’s T-shirt. He dragged it up to the boy’s throat in one long line, cutting the fabric in half. “This,” he said.


  Daniel systematically shredded Jason’s clothing, until the kid was naked and shivering. He tossed the strips of fabric and denim into the flames.


  By then, Jason’s teeth were chattering. “How am I supposed to get home?”


  “What makes you think I’m going to let you?”


  Jason swallowed hard, his eyes on the knife Daniel still held in his hand. “How is she?” he whispered.


  Daniel felt the granite gate of restraint burst inside him. How could this bastard think he had the right to ask after Trixie? Leaning down, Daniel pressed the blade against Jason’s testicles. “Do you want to know what it’s like to bleed out? Do you really want to know how she felt?”


  “Please,” Jason begged, going pale. “Oh, Jesus, don’t.”


  Daniel pushed the slightest bit, until a line of blood welled up at the crease of Jason’s groin.


  “I didn’t do anything to her, I swear it,” Jason cried, trying to twist away from Daniel’s hand. “I didn’t. Stop. God. Please stop.”


  Daniel set his face an inch away from Jason’s. “Why should I? You didn’t.”


  In that moment between reason and rage, Trixie slipped into both of their minds. It was all Jason needed to break down, sobbing; it was all Daniel needed to remember himself. He looked down at his hand, holding the knife. He blinked at Jason. Then he shook his head to clear it.


  Daniel was not in the bush anymore, and this was no village corporation store he was robbing for booze or cash. He was a husband, he was a father. Instead of having something to prove, he had everything to lose.


  Lifting the blade, Daniel staggered to his feet. He hurled the knife the hundred feet it would take to land in the middle of the river and then walked back to Jason, who was fighting for breath. He took the boy’s car keys from his own pocket and wrapped them tight in the only morsel of mercy he had left. These, he wedged into Jason’s hand, still bound by duct tape.


  It was not compassion that led to Daniel’s change of heart, and it was not kindness. It was realizing that, against all odds, he had something in common with Jason Underhill. Like Daniel, Jason had learned the hard way that we are never the people we think we are. We are the ones we pretend, with all our hearts, we can’t become.
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  It took Jason a half hour to saw through the duct tape with his keys. When he could pull his arms forward again, the blood burned as it circulated, a severe pain that overtook the numbness caused by the cold. He stumbled to his feet, running toward the spot where Stone had made him leave the truck, praying it was still there.


  The only clothes he had were in his hockey equipment bag, so he wound up dressing in a jersey and his padded pants. He kept expecting to be ambushed again at any moment. His hands shook so badly that it took four tries to get the key into the ignition.


  He drove to the police station, thinking only that there was no way he was going to let Trixie’s father get away with something like this. But as he pulled into the parking lot, he heard Daniel Stone’s voice in his head again: Tell anyone, he’d said, and I’ll kill you. Frankly, Jason could believe it. There had been something in the man’s eyes—something inhuman—that made Jason think he was capable of anything.


  He was so wrapped up in his thoughts that he didn’t see the pedestrian walking across the parking lot. As Jason braked hard, the car lurched forward and stopped. Detective Bartholemew, the same man who’d arrested Jason, stood with one hand on the hood of his car, staring him down. And suddenly Jason remembered what the judge had said at the arraignment: If Jason had any contact whatsoever with Trixie Stone or her family, he’d be shipped off to the juvenile detention facility. He was already accused of rape. If he reported what had happened to the cops, would they even believe him? What if they confronted Daniel Stone—and he insisted it had been Jason who approached him?


  The detective walked to the driver’s side of the car. “Mr. Under-hill,” he said. “What brings you here?”


  “I... I thought I might be getting a flat,” he managed.


  The detective walked around the vehicle. “Doesn’t look that way.” He leaned closer to the car; Jason could see him doing a quick visual assessment. “Anything else I can help you with?”


  It was all right there, caught behind the fence of his teeth: He dragged me off, he tied me up, he threatened me. But Jason found himself shaking his head. “No, thanks,” he said. He put the car into gear and drove at snail speed out of the parking lot, aware of Bartholemew’s gaze following him.


  In that moment, Jason made the decision to tell no one what happened: not his buddies, not his parents, not his lawyer. Not the police. He was too damn scared that telling the truth, in this case, would severely backfire on him.


  He found himself wondering: Had Trixie felt that, too?


  •••


  The way drunks kept a bottle of gin hidden in the toilet tank, and addicts tucked an emergency hit in the hem of a threadbare old coat, Daniel kept a pad and a pen in his car. In the parking lot of the hospital, he sketched. Instead of his comic book hero, however, he started penciling his daughter. He drew her when she was only minutes old, rolled into a blanket like sushi. He drew her taking her first steps. He froze moments—the birthday when she made him spaghetti for breakfast; the school play where she fell off the stage into the audience; the high-rise hotel they visited, where they spent hours pushing all the elevator buttons to see if the floors looked any different.


  When his hand cramped so badly that he couldn’t sketch another line, Daniel gathered up the pictures and got out of the car, heading toward Trixie’s room.


  Shadows reached across the bed like the fingers of a giant. Trixie had fallen asleep again; in a chair beside her, Laura dozed too. For a moment he stared at the two of them. No question about it: Trixie had been cut from the same cloth as her mother. It was more than just their coloring: Sometimes she’d toss him a glance or an expression that reminded him of Laura years ago. He’d wondered if the reason he loved Trixie so damn much was that, through her, he got to fall in love with his wife all over again.


  He crouched down in front of Laura. The movement of the air against her skin made her stir, and her eyes opened and locked onto Daniel’s. For a fraction of a second, she started to smile, having forgotten where she was, and what had happened to her daughter, and what had gone wrong between the two of them. Daniel found his hands closing into fists, as if he could catch that moment before it disappeared entirely.


  She glanced over at Trixie, making sure she was still asleep. “Where were you?”


  Daniel certainly couldn’t tell her the truth. “Driving.”


  He took off his coat and began to lay the sketches he’d done over the pale green blanket on the hospital bed. There was Trixie sliding into his lap the day Daniel got the phone call about his mother’s death, asking, If everyone died, would the world just stop? Trixie holding a caterpillar, wondering whether it was a boy or a girl. Trixie pushing his hand away as he brushed a tear off her cheek, and saying, Don’t wipe off my feelings.


  “When did you do these?” Laura whispered.


  “Today.”


  “But there are so many...”


  Daniel didn’t answer. He knew no words big enough to explain to Trixie how much he loved her, so instead, he wanted her to wake up covered with memories.


  He wanted to remember why he could not afford to let go.


  •••


  It was from his friend Cane that Daniel learned language was a force to be reckoned with. Like most Yup’ik Eskimos, Cane lived by three rules. The first was that thoughts and deeds were inextricably linked. How many times had Cane’s grandfather explained that you couldn’t properly butcher a moose while you were yammering about which girl in the fifth grade had to mail-order for an honest-to-God bra? You had to keep the thought of the moose in your mind, so that you’d make way for them to come back to you another time, during another hunt.


  The second rule was that individual thoughts were less important than the collective knowledge of the elders—in other words, do whatever you’re told and stop complaining.


  But it was the third rule that was the hardest for Daniel to understand: the idea that words were so powerful they had the ability to change someone else’s mind... even if they remained unspoken. It was why, when the Moravian church moved into the bush and the reverend told the Yupiit they had to leave fish camp on a Sunday to attend services about Jesus, they agreed, without ever having any real intention of going. What the reverend saw as a blatant lie, the Yup’ik Eskimos saw as a measure of respect: They liked the reverend too much to tell him he was wrong; instead, they just acquiesced and pretended otherwise.


  It was this rule, ultimately, that divided Daniel and Cane. “Tomorrow’s going to be a good day for hunting,” Cane would tell Daniel, and Daniel would agree. But the next day Cane would go off with his grandfather for caribou and never ask Daniel to join them. It took years for Daniel to get up the nerve to ask Cane why he wasn’t invited. “But I do invite you,” he said, confused. “Every time.”


  Daniel’s mother tried to explain it to him: Cane never would have come right out and asked Daniel to go hunting, because Daniel might have had other plans. It would be disrespectful to issue a formal invitation, because simply putting the words out into the world might cause Daniel to change his mind about what he wanted to do the next day, and Cane liked Daniel too much to risk that. When you are thirteen, though, cultural differences hardly matter. What you feel is every minute of the Saturday you spend by yourself, wishing you’d been asked to tag along. What you notice is the loneliness.


  Daniel started to isolate himself, because it hurt less than being pushed away. He never really considered that a Yup’ik boy who couldn’t ask him to come hunting might have even more difficulty asking Daniel what he’d done to make him angry. Within two years’ time, Daniel had taken to occupying himself—vandalizing the school building and getting drunk and stealing snow machines. Cane was just someone Daniel used to know.


  It wasn’t until a year later, when Daniel was standing over Cane’s body in the gymnasium and his hands were covered with Cane’s blood, that he realized the Yupiit had been right all along. One word might have changed everything. One word might have spread like fire.


  One word might have saved them both.


  •••


  Could you pinpoint the very moment when your life began to fall apart?


  For Laura, it seemed like each instance she found had an antecedent. Trixie’s rape. Her own affair with Seth. Her unexpected pregnancy. The decision she made to find Daniel after he drew her. The first time she laid eyes on him and knew that everything else she saw from then on would no longer look the same. Disaster was an avalanche, gathering speed with such acceleration that you worried more about getting out of its path, not finding the pebble at its center.


  It was easier for Laura to find the moment Trixie’s life had been ruined. It all started, and ended, with Jason Underhill. If she’d never met him, if she’d never dated him, none of this would have happened. Not the rape, not the cutting, not even the suicide attempt. Laura had given it serious thought today: Jason was to blame for all of it. He had been the root of Trixie’s deceptions; he had been the reason Laura hadn’t been able to see her own daughter clearly.


  She lay alone in bed, wide awake. Sleep was out of the question, with Trixie still at the hospital. The doctors had assured Laura that Trixie would be watched like a hawk, that if all was well, they could bring her home tomorrow—but that didn’t keep Laura from wondering if she was comfortable, if there was a nurse taking care of her even now.


  Daniel wasn’t asleep either. She had been listening to his footsteps downstairs, moving like open-ended questions. But now she heard him heading upstairs. A moment later he stood by the side of the bed. “Are you still up?” he whispered.


  “I was never asleep.”


  “Can I... can I ask you something?”


  She kept her eyes trained on the ceiling. “Okay.”


  “Are you afraid?”


  “Of what?”


  “Forgetting?”


  Laura understood what he was trying to say. Although talking about what had happened to Trixie was the hardest thing in the world, they had to do it. If they didn’t, they ran the risk of losing—by comparison—the memory of who Trixie used to be.


  It was a catch-22: If you didn’t put the trauma behind you, you couldn’t move on. But if you did put the trauma behind you, you willingly gave up your claim to the person you were before it happened.


  It was why, even when they weren’t actively discussing it, the word rape hung like smoke over all of their heads. It was why, even as they were making polite conversation, every other thought in Laura’s and Daniel’s heads was unfaithful.


  “Daniel,” Laura admitted, “I’m afraid all the time.”


  He sank to his knees, and it took her a moment to realize that he was crying. She could not remember ever seeing Daniel cry—he used to say that he’d used up his allotment of tears as a kid. Laura sat up in bed, the covers falling away from her. She put her hands on Daniel’s bowed head and stroked his hair. “Sssh,” she said, and she drew him up onto the bed and into her arms.


  At first it was about comfort: Laura being able to give; Daniel softening under her hands. But then Laura felt the air move like liquid as Daniel’s body pressed against hers, desperate, his actions full of now and need. She felt her pulse jump under his fingers, as she fell back in time, remembering him like this years ago, and herself reacting. Then just as abruptly as Daniel had begun, he stopped. In the dark, she could see only the shine of his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he murmured, backing away.


  “Don’t be,” she said, and she reached for him.


  It was all Daniel needed to let loose the last thread of restraint. He laid siege to Laura; he took no quarter. He scratched her skin and bit her throat. He reached for her hands and pinned them over her head. “Look at me,” he demanded, until her eyes flew open and locked on his. “Look at me,” he said again, and he drove himself into her.


  Daniel waited until she was underneath him, writhing, poised for each moment when he came into her. As his arms anchored her closer, she threw back her head and let herself break apart. She felt Daniel’s hesitation, and his glorious, reckless fall.


  As his sweat cooled on her own body, Laura traced a message over Daniel’s right shoulder blade. S-O-R-R-Y, she wrote, even though she knew that the truths that sneak up behind a person are the ones he’s most likely to miss.


  •••


  Once, the Yupiit say, there was a man who was always quarreling with his wife. They fought over everything. The wife said her husband was lazy. The husband said his wife only wanted to sleep with other men. Finally, the wife went to a shaman in the village and begged to be changed into another creature. Anything but a woman, she said.


  The shaman turned her into a raven. She flew off and built a nest, where she mated with other ravens. But every night, she found herself flying back to the village. Now, ravens can’t come inside dwellings, so she would sit on the roof and hope to catch a glimpse of her husband. She’d think of reasons for him to come outside.


  One night, he stepped through the entry and stood under the stars. Oh, she thought, how lovely you are.


  The words fell into her husband’s outstretched hands, and just like that, the raven turned back into a woman. Just like that, the man wanted her once again to be his wife.


  •••


  The next morning, a chill snaked its way into the house. Daniel found his teeth chattering as he headed downstairs to make a pot of coffee. He put a call in to the hospital: Trixie had had a good night.


  Well. So had he. His mistake had been in not admitting just how much had gone wrong between him and Laura. Maybe you had to scrape the bottom before you could push your way back to the surface.


  He was bent over the fireplace, feeding kindling to the paper he’d lit, when Laura came downstairs wearing a sweater over her flannel pajamas. Her hair was sticking up in the back, and her cheeks were still flushed with a dream. “Morning,” she murmured, and she slipped by him to pour herself a glass of orange juice.


  Daniel waited for her to say something about the previous night, to admit that things had changed between them, but Laura wouldn’t even look him in the eye. Immediately, his boldness faded. What if this spiderweb connection they’d made last night was not, as he’d thought, a first step... but a mistake? What if the whole time she’d been with Daniel, she’d wished she wasn’t? “The hospital says we can get Trixie at nine,” he said neutrally.


  At news of Trixie, Laura turned. “How is she?”


  “Great.”


  “Great? She tried to kill herself yesterday.”


  Daniel sat back on his heels. “Well... compared to yesterday, then... I guess she is doing pretty damn great.”


  Laura looked down at the counter. “Maybe that’s true for all of us,” she said.


  Her face was red, and Daniel realized she wasn’t embarrassed but nervous. He stood up and walked into the kitchen until he was standing beside her. Sometime between when they had gone to bed last night and the sun coming up this morning, the world had shifted beneath them. It wasn’t what they had said to each other but what they hadn’t: that forgiving and forgetting were fused together—flip sides of the same coin—and yet they couldn’t both exist at the same time. Choosing one meant that you sacrificed seeing the other.


  Daniel slipped his arm around Laura’s waist and felt her shiver. “Cold out,” she said.


  “Brutal.”


  “Did you hear anything about weather like this?”


  Daniel faced her. “I don’t think anyone predicted it.”


  He opened his arms, and Laura moved into them, her eyes closing as she leaned against him. “I guess these things happen,” she replied, as a rogue burst of sparks rose up the chimney.


  •••


  You could not walk out of the hospital, for insurance reasons. If you tripped before you crossed the threshold, you might sue. However, if you chose to throw yourself in front of a car the minute you stepped outside, no one would give a damn.


  Trixie was thinking about it.


  She’d already had to sit down with a shrink this morning, and apparently she was going to have to do that twice a week for the next five forevers, too, all because she had seen a brass ring in the bathroom and had tried to grab it. It didn’t matter if, like Janice the rape counselor, these sessions could eventually wind up in court. She had to attend them, or she had to stay in the hospital on the psych floor with a roommate who ate her own hair. She was going to have to take medicine, too—under the watchful eye of her parents, who would actually check the sides of her mouth and under her tongue to make sure she didn’t fake swallowing. Since arriving at the hospital this morning, her mother was trying so hard to smile that Trixie expected her face to crack, and her father kept asking her if she needed anything. Yeah, she felt like answering. A life.


  Trixie seesawed between wishing everyone would leave her alone and wondering why everyone treated her like a leper. Even when that stupid psychiatrist had been sitting across from her, asking things like, Do you think you’re in danger of wanting to kill yourself right now? she felt like she was watching the whole scene from a balcony, and it was a comedy. She kept expecting the girl who played her to say something smart, like, Why yes, thanks, I would like to kill myself right now... but I’ll restrain myself until the audience is gone. Instead, she watched the actress who was really her fold like a fortune cookie and burst into tears.


  What Trixie wanted, most of all, was what she couldn’t have—to go back to being the kind of girl who worried about things like science tests and whether any college would admit her, instead of being the kind of girl everyone worried about.


  She survived the ride home by closing her eyes almost immediately and pretending she’d fallen asleep. Instead, she listened to the conversation between her parents in the front seat:


  Do you think it’s normal, the way her voice sounds?


  How do you mean?


  You know. Like most of the notes are missing.


  Maybe it’s the medicine.


  They said that would take a few weeks to kick in.


  Then how are we supposed to keep her safe in the meantime?


  Trixie almost would have felt sorry for her parents if she wasn’t so sure that they’d brought this on themselves. After all, her mother didn’t have to open the bathroom door yesterday.


  She felt the truth that she’d been hiding, like an after-dinner mint that might last for ages, if you were careful enough; the truth that she hadn’t told the shrink or the doctors or her parents, no matter how much they tried to pull it out of her. She would swallow it whole before she spit it out loud.


  Trixie made a big show of stretching and yawning as they approached the turn to their street. Her mother turned around, that Halloween-mask smile still on her face. “You’re awake!”


  Her father glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “You need anything?”


  Trixie turned and stared out the window. Maybe she had died, after all. And this was hell.


  Just about when Trixie decided things couldn’t get any worse, the car turned into the driveway and she saw Zephyr waiting. The last conversation they’d had wasn’t one that invited future chats, and it had left Trixie feeling like she’d been quarantined from the rest of the earth. But right now, Zephyr was the one who looked nervous.


  Zephyr knocked on the window. “Um, Mrs. Stone. I, was kind of, you know, hoping to talk to Trixie.”


  Her mother frowned. “I don’t really think that now’s the best time—”


  “Laura,” her father interrupted, and he glanced at Trixie in the rearview mirror: It’s up to you.


  Trixie got out of the backseat. She hunched her shoulders, so that her wrists were even more hidden by the sleeves of her coat. “Hey,” she said cautiously.


  Zephyr looked the way Trixie had felt for the past twenty-four hours—like she was completely made up of tears and trying to hold some semblance of human form together before someone noticed that she was actually just a puddle. She followed Trixie into the house, up to her bedroom. There was one terrifying moment when Trixie passed the bathroom—had anyone cleaned up since yesterday? But the door was closed, and she fled into her own room before she had to think about it anymore.


  “Are you okay?” Zephyr said.


  Trixie wasn’t about to fall for the false sympathy routine. “Who dared you?”


  “What?”


  “Are you, like, supposed to come back with a lock of my hair to prove you got close? Oh, that’s right, I don’t have any hair. I cut it off when I started to go psycho.”


  Zephyr swallowed. “I heard you almost died.”


  Almost doesn’t count, Trixie’s father used to say. Except in horseshoes and hand grenades.


  What about in rape cases? “Do you almost care?” Trixie said.


  Suddenly Zephyr’s face crumpled. “I’ve been a total asshole. I was mad at you, because I thought you planned this whole revenge thing for Jason and didn’t trust me enough to tell me—”


  “I never—”


  “No, wait, let me finish,” Zephyr said. “And I was mad at you for that night, when Moss paid more attention to you than to me. I wanted to get back at you, so I said—I said what they all were saying. But then I heard that you were in the hospital and I kept thinking about how awful it would have been if you... if you, you know, before I had a chance to tell you I believe you.” Her face crumpled. “I feel like this was all my fault. I’d do anything to make it up to you.”


  There was no way to tell whether Zeph was telling the truth, and even if she was, that didn’t mean Trixie trusted her anymore. There was every chance that Zephyr was going to run to Moss and Jason and the rest of the hockey team and regale them with tales of the freak. But then again... maybe she wasn’t; maybe the reason Zephyr was here had nothing to do with guilt or her mom telling her to be here but simply because she remembered, like Trixie did, that once when they were five they had been the only two people in the world who knew that fairies lived inside the kitchen cabinets and hid under the pots and pans when you opened the doors.


  Trixie looked at her. “Do you want to know how I did it?”


  Zephyr nodded, drawn forward.


  She slowly pulled the tape that sealed the bandage around her wrist and unraveled the gauze until the wound was visible: gaping and saw-edged, angry.


  “Wow,” Zephyr breathed. “That is sick. Did it hurt?”


  Trixie shook her head.


  “Did you see lights or angels or, like, God?”


  Trixie thought about it, hard. The last thing she could remember was the rusted edge of the radiator, which she focused on before blacking out. “I didn’t see anything.”


  “Figures,” Zephyr sighed, and then she looked at Trixie and grinned.


  Trixie felt like smiling back. For the first time in a long time, when she told her brain to do it, it actually worked.


  •••


  Three days after Trixie tried to kill herself, Daniel and Laura found themselves in Marita Soorenstad’s office, with Trixie between them. Detective Bartholemew was seated to their left, and behind the desk the DA was ripping open a Pixy Stix. “Help yourselves,” she said, and then she turned to Trixie. “I’m certainly glad to see you’re with us. From what I understand, that wasn’t a sure thing a few days ago.”


  Daniel reached over and took his daughter’s hand. It felt like ice. “Trixie’s feeling much better.”


  “For how long?” the district attorney asked, folding her hands on the desk. “I don’t mean to sound insensitive, Mr. Stone, but the only thing consistent in this case so far has been the lack of consistency.”


  Laura shook her head. “I don’t understand...”


  “As a prosecutor, my job is to present facts to a jury that make it possible for them to find, beyond a reasonable doubt, that your daughter was the victim of a rape perpetrated by Jason Underhill. However, the facts I’m presenting are the ones that your daughter presented to us. And that means our case is only as good as the information she’s provided me with and as strong as the picture she paints on the stand.”


  Daniel felt his jaw tighten. “I’d think that when a girl tries to kill herself, it’s a pretty good indicator that she’s suffering from trauma.”


  “Either that, or mental instability.”


  “So, you just give up?” Laura said, incredulous. “You don’t try a case if you think it’s going to be a tough sell?”


  “I never said that, Mrs. Stone. But I do have an ethical obligation not to bring a case to court if even I’m unsure a crime happened.”


  “You’ve got evidence,” Daniel said. “That rape kit.”


  “Yes. The same rape kit that allowed a laboratory to find evidence of semen in Trixie’s mouth, when by her own statement she did not have oral sex that night. On the other hand, Jason Underhill alleges that the intercourse was consensual—and was both oral and vaginal.” The DA turned over a page in a file. “According to Trixie, she screamed no while she was being raped but said that her friend Zephyr wouldn’t have been able to hear her over the music. Yet according to other witnesses, no music was playing during the time of the assault.”


  “They’re all lying,” Daniel said.


  Marita stared at him. “Or Trixie is. She lied to you about going to her friend’s house for a quiet sleepover that night. She lied about losing her virginity the night of the assault—”


  “What?” Laura said, her jaw dropping, and at that moment Daniel remembered he’d never told her what the detective had said. Had he forgotten, or had he intended to forget all along?


  “—she lied to the ER physician about the cuts on her wrist, some of which were made long before that Friday night,” Marita continued. “Which begs the question: What else is Trixie lying about?”


  “I want to speak to your boss,” Laura demanded.


  “My boss will tell you that I have a hundred other cases to prosecute that could be commanding my attention. I don’t have time for a victim who’s crying wolf.”


  Daniel couldn’t look at Trixie. If he did, he thought he might break down. Where he’d grown up, a Yup’ik boy who cried wolf would simply turn into that animal forever. His relatives would say he had it coming. He’d spend the rest of his life watching his old family through yellow eyes, from a distance.


  Daniel turned to the detective, who’d been doing a good job of trying to blend into the 1970s paneling. “Tell her about the photo.”


  “He already has,” Marita said. “And I’m going to have my hands full trying to keep that out of the courtroom as it is.”


  “It’s a perfect example of how Trixie’s being victimized—”


  “It doesn’t tell us anything about the night of the assault—except that Trixie wasn’t a choirgirl before it happened.”


  “Will you all just shut up!” At the sound of Trixie’s voice, all eyes turned. “I’m here, in case you hadn’t noticed. So can you all stop talking about me like I’m not?”


  “By all means, Trixie, we’d love to hear what you have to say. Today.”


  Trixie swallowed. “I didn’t mean to lie.”


  “You’re admitting you did?” the district attorney replied.


  “There were so many... holes. I didn’t think anyone would believe what happened if I couldn’t remember the whole story.” She pulled her sleeves down farther over her wrists. Daniel had noticed her doing that in the past few days, and every time it made his heart pleat. “I remember going to Zephyr’s, and all the people who were there. I didn’t know most of them. A bunch of the girls were playing Rainbow—”


  “Rainbow?” Daniel said.


  Trixie began to pick at the hem of her coat. “It’s where everyone gets a different shade of lipstick, and the boys... you know, you go off with them...” She shook her head.


  “The one with the most colorful penis at the end of the night wins,” Marita said flatly. “Is that about right?”


  Daniel heard Laura’s intake of breath as Trixie nodded. “That’s it,” she whispered. “I didn’t do it, though. I thought I could—I wanted to make Jason jealous—but I couldn’t. Everyone went home after that, except for Jason and Moss and me and Zephyr, and that’s when we started playing poker. Moss took the picture of me, and Jason got mad at him, and that’s when it all goes blank. I know I was in the bathroom when he found me, but I can’t remember how we got to the living room. I can’t remember anything, really, until he was on top of me. I thought if I waited long enough, it would all come back. But it hasn’t.”


  The district attorney and the detective exchanged a glance. “Are you saying,” Marita clarified, “that you woke up to find him having intercourse with you?”


  Trixie nodded.


  “Do you remember any other details?”


  “I had a really bad headache. I thought maybe he’d slammed my head on the floor or something.”


  Bartholemew walked toward the district attorney. He stood behind her shoulder, flipping over the contents of the file until he reached a certain page and pointed. “The ER doc noted a seemingly dissociated mental state. And during her initial interview at the PD, she was unresponsive.”


  “Mike,” the district attorney said, “give me a break.”


  “If it’s true, it would turn this into gross sexual assault,” Bartholemew pressed. “And all of the inconsistencies in Trixie’s story would actually work to the prosecution’s advantage.”


  “We’d need proof. Date rape drugs stay in the bloodstream for only seventy-two hours, tops.”


  Bartholemew lifted a lab report out of the file folder. “Good thing you’ve got a sample, then, from six hours post.”


  Daniel was utterly lost. “What are you talking about?”


  The prosecutor turned. “Right now, this case is being tried as a juvenile sexually assaulting a juvenile. That changes, however, if the assault is committed either while Trixie was unconscious, or if she was given a substance that impaired her ability to appraise or control the sexual act. In that case, by law, Jason Underhill would have to be tried as an adult.”


  “Are you saying Trixie was drugged?” Daniel said.


  The district attorney fixed her gaze on Trixie. “Either that,” she replied, “or your daughter is trying to dig herself out of yet another hole.”


  •••


  “Special K, Vitamin K, Kit Kat, Blind Squid, Cat Valium, Purple—it’s got a dozen names on the street,” Venice Prudhomme said, peeling off a pair of latex gloves and throwing them in the trash at Bartholemew’s feet. “Ketamine’s a nonbarbiturate, rapid-acting anesthetic used on both animals and humans—it’s also allegedly a sexual stimulant. Kids like it as a club drug because, molecularly, it’s very similar to angel dust—PCP. It produces a dissociative state, making them feel like their minds are separate from their bodies. We’re talking hallucinations... amnesia.”


  Mike had begged Venice to run the test at the state lab, in spite of a two-month backlog of cases. He’d promised, in return, a pair of club-level Bruins tickets. Venice was a single mom with a hockey-crazy son, a woman who didn’t get paid enough to spend $85 per ticket; he knew she wouldn’t be able to turn down the offer. Where he was going to actually get two club-level Bruins tickets on his own salary, though, remained to be seen.


  So far, Trixie had tested negative for GHB and Rohypnol, the two most common date rape drugs. At this point, Mike was close to conceding that Trixie had, again, duped them. He watched the computer screen, an incomprehensible run of numbers. “Who’s dealing ketamine in Bethel, Maine?” he asked rhetorically.


  “It’s fully legal when it’s Ketaset and sold to vets as a liquid. In that form, it’s easy to use as a date rape drug. It’s odorless and tasteless. You slip it into a girl’s drink, and she’s knocked out in less than a minute. For the next few hours, she’s numb and willing... and best of all, she won’t remember what happened.” As the computer spit out the last analysis, Venice scanned it. “You say your victim’s been lying to you?”


  “Enough to make me wish I was working for the defense,” Mike said.


  She pulled a highlighter from her towering nest of braids and ran a yellow line across a field of results—a positive flag for ketamine. “Keep your day job,” Venice replied. “Trixie Stone was telling the truth.”


  •••


  There were not, as most people believed, a hundred different Eskimo words for snow. Boil down the roots of the Yup’ik language, and you’d only have fifteen: qanuk (snowflake), kanevvluk (fine snow), natquik (drifting snow), nevluk (clinging snow), qanikcaq (snow on the ground), muruaneq (soft, deep snow on the ground), qetrar (crust on top of snow), nutaryuk (fresh fallen snow), qanisqineq (snow floating on water), qengaruk (snowbank), utvak (snow block), navcaq (snow cornice), pirta (snowstorm), cellallir (blizzard), and pirrelvag (severely storming).


  When it came to snow, Daniel thought in Yup’ik. He’d look out the window and one of these words, or its derivatives, would pop into his mind ahead of the English. There were snows here in Maine, though, that didn’t have equivalent terms in Alaska. Like a nor’easter. Or the kind of snow that landed like goose down, during mud season. Or the ice storm that made the needles on the pines look like they were fashioned out of crystal.


  Times like those, Daniel’s mind would simply go blank. Like now: There had to be a term for the kind of storm that he knew was going to be the first real measurable snow of the season. The flakes were the size of a toddler’s fist and falling so fast that it seemed there was a rip in the seam of the gunmetal sky. It had snowed in October and November, but not like this. This was the sort of storm that would cause school superintendents to cancel afternoon basketball games, and create long lines at the Goodyear store; this was the kind of storm that made out-of-town drivers pull over on the highway and forced housewives to buy an extra gallon of milk.


  It was the kind of snow that came so fast, it caught you unaware. You hadn’t yet taken the shovels down from the attic where you’d put them last May; you didn’t get a chance to cover the trembling rhododendrons with their ridiculous wooden tepees.


  It was the kind of snow, Daniel realized, where you didn’t have time to put away the errant rake and the clippers you’d used to trim back the blackberry bushes, so you’d find yourself walking in circles, hoping you might trip over them before the blades rusted for good. But you never did. Instead, you were bound to lose the things you’d been careless with, and your punishment was not seeing them again until the spring.


  •••


  Trixie couldn’t remember the last time she went out to play in the snow. When she was a kid, her father used to build a luge in the backyard that she’d slide down on a tube, but at some point it was no longer cool to look like a total spaz when she tipped over, and she’d traded her rubber-tread Sorels for fashionable stacked-heel boots.


  She couldn’t find her snow boots—they were buried under too much stuff in the closet. Instead, she borrowed her mother’s, still drying in the mudroom, now that her mom had canceled her afternoon lecture in the wake of the storm. Trixie wrapped a scarf around her neck and jammed a hat onto her head that said DRAMA QUEEN across the front in red script. She pulled on a pair of her father’s ski mittens and headed outside.


  It was what her mother used to call snowman snow—the kind damp enough to stick together. Trixie packed it into a ball. She started to roll it across the lawn like a bandage, leaving behind a long brown tongue of matted grass.


  After a while, she surveyed the damage. The yard looked like a crazy quilt, white stripes bordering triangles and squares made of lawn. Taking another handful of snow, Trixie began to roll a second snowball, and a third. A few minutes later, she was standing in the middle of them, wondering how they’d gotten so big so fast. There was no way she would be able to lift one onto the other. How had she managed to build a snowman when she was little? Maybe she hadn’t. Maybe someone else had always done it for her.


  Suddenly the door opened and her mother was standing there, screaming her name and trying to see through the flakes still coming down. She looked frantic, and it took Trixie a moment to understand: Her mother didn’t know she’d come outside; her mother was still worried she’d kill herself.


  “Over here,” Trixie said.


  Not that death-by-blizzard was a bad idea. When Trixie was tiny, she used to dig a hideout in the mountain of snow left behind by the plow. She called it her igloo, even though her father had told her that Eskimos in America did not and never had lived in those. But then she read a newspaper article about a kid in Charlotte, Vermont, who had done the same exact thing and the roof had collapsed on his head and smothered him before his parents even knew he was missing, and she never did it again.


  Her mother walked outside and immediately sank ankle-deep in snow. She was wearing Trixie’s boots, which she must have dug out of the closet wreckage after Trixie had commandeered her own Sorels. “You want help?” her mother asked.


  Trixie didn’t. If she’d wanted help, she would have invited someone outside with her in the first place. But she couldn’t for the life of her imagine how she was going to get that stupid belly on top of the snowman’s base. “All right,” she conceded.


  Her mother got on one side of the ball and pushed, while Trixie tried to pull it from the front. Even together, they couldn’t budge the weight. “Welcome to the Fourth Circle,” her mother said, laughing.


  Trixie fell onto her butt on the snow. Leave it to her mother to turn this into a classics lesson.


  “You’ve got your tightwads on one side and your greedy folks on the other,” her mother said. “They shove boulders at each other for all eternity.”


  “I was kind of hoping to finish this up before then.”


  Her mother turned. “Why, Trixie Stone. Was that a joke?”


  Since coming home from the hospital, there had been precious few of those in the household. When a television sitcom came on, the channel was immediately changed. When you felt a smile coming on, you squelched it. Feeling happy didn’t seem particularly appropriate, not with everything that had gone on lately. It was as if, Trixie thought, they were all waiting for someone to wave a magic wand and say, It’s okay, now. Carry on.


  What if she was the one who was supposed to wave that wand?


  Her mother began to sculpt a snow ramp. Trixie fell into place beside her, pushing the middle snowball higher and higher until it tipped onto the bigger base. She packed snow between the seams. Then she lifted the head and perched it at the very top.


  Her mother clapped... just as snowman listed and fell. His head rolled into one of the basement window gutters; his midsection cracked like an egg. Only the massive base sphere remained intact.


  Frustrated, Trixie slapped a snowball against the side of it. Her mother watched and then packed her own snowball. Within seconds they were both firing shots at the boulder until it cleaved down the center, until it succumbed to the assault and lay between them in fat iceberg chunks.


  By then, Trixie was lying on her back, panting. She had not felt—well, this normal in some time. It occurred to her that had things ended differently a week ago, she might not be doing any of this. She’d been so focused on what she had wanted to get away from in this world she forgot to consider what she might miss.


  When you die, you don’t get to catch snowflakes on your tongue. You don’t get to breathe winter in, deep in your lungs. You can’t lie in bed and watch for the lights of the passing town plow. You can’t suck on an icicle until your forehead hurts.


  Trixie stared up at the dizzy flakes. “I’m kind of glad.”


  “About what?”


  “That it didn’t... you know... work out.”


  She felt her mother’s hand reach over to grab her own. Their mittens were both soaked.


  They’d go inside, stick their clothes inside the dryer. Ten minutes later, they’d be good as new.


  Trixie wanted to cry. It was that beautiful, knowing what came next.


  •••


  Because of the storm, hockey practice had been canceled. Jason came home after school, as per the conditions of his bail, and holed himself up in his bedroom listening to the White Stripes on his iPod. He closed his eyes and executed mental passes to Moss, wrist shots and slapshots and pucks that hit the top shelf.


  One day, people would be talking about him, and not just because of this rape case. They’d say things like, Oh, Jason Underhill, we always knew he’d make it. They’d put up a replica jersey of his over the mirror behind the town bar, with his name facing out, and the Bruins games would take precedence over any other programming on the one TV mounted in the corner.


  Jason had a lot of work cut out ahead of him, but he could do it. A year or two postgrad, then some college hockey, and maybe he’d even be like Hugh Jessiman at Dartmouth and get signed in the first round of the NHL draft. Coach had told Jason that he’d never seen a forward with as much natural talent as Jason. He’d said that if you wanted something bad enough, all you had to learn was how to go out and take it.


  He was living out his fantasy for the hundredth time when the door to his room burst open. Jason’s father strode in, fuming, and yanked the iPod’s headphones out of Jason’s ears.


  “What the hell?” Jason said, sitting up.


  “You want to tell me what you left out the first time? You want to tell me where you got the goddamned drugs?”


  “I don’t do drugs,” Jason said. “Why would I do something that’s going to screw up my game?”


  “Oh, I believe you,” his father said, sarcastic. “I believe you didn’t take any of those drugs yourself.”


  The conversation was spinning back and forth in directions Jason couldn’t follow. “Then why are you flipping out?”


  “Because Dutch Oosterhaus called me at work to discuss a little lab report he got today. The one they did on Trixie Stone’s blood that proves someone knocked her out by slipping her a drug.”


  Heat climbed the ladder of Jason’s spine.


  “You know what else Dutch told me? Now that drugs are in the picture, the prosecutor’s got enough evidence to try you as an adult.”


  “I didn’t—”


  A vein pulsed in his father’s temple. “You threw it all away, Jason. You fucking threw it all away for a small-town whore.”


  “I didn’t drug her. I didn’t rape her. She must have fooled around with that blood sample, because... because...” Jason’s voice dropped off. “Jesus Christ... you don’t believe me.”


  “No one does,” his father said, weary. He reached into his back pocket for a letter that had already been opened and passed it to Jason before leaving the room.


  Jason sank down onto his bed. The letter was embossed with a return address for Bethel Academy; the name of the hockey coach had been scrawled above it in pen. He began to read: In lieu of recent circumstances... withdrawing its initial offer of a scholarship for a postgraduate year... sure you understand our position and its reflection on the academy.


  The letter dropped from his hands, fluttering to land on the carpet. The iPod, without its headphones, glowed a mute blue. Who would have imagined that the sound your life made as it disintegrated was total silence?


  Jason buried his face in his hands and, for the first time since all this had begun, started to cry.


  •••


  Once the storm had stopped and the streets were cleared, the storekeepers in Bethel came out to shovel their walkways and talk about how lucky they were that this latest blizzard hadn’t caused the town manager to cancel the annual Winterfest.


  It was always held the Friday before Christmas and was a direct ploy to boost the local economy. Main Street was blocked off by the spinning blue lights of police cars. Shops stayed open late, and hot cider was served for free in the inn. Christmas lights winked like fireflies in the bare branches of the trees. Some enterprising farmer carted in a sickly looking reindeer and set up portable fencing around it: a North Pole petting zoo. The bookstore owner, dressed as Santa, arrived at seven o’clock and stayed as long as it took to hear the holiday requests of all the children waiting in line.


  This year, in an effort to connect local sports heroes to the community, the square in front of the town offices had been sealed and flooded to create a makeshift ice rink. The Ice CaBabes, a local competitive figure-skating team, had done an exhibition routine earlier that evening. Now the championship Bethel High School hockey team was slated to play pickup hockey with a local group of Boy Scouts.


  After everything that had happened, Jason hadn’t planned to go—until Coach called up and said he had an obligation to the team. What Coach hadn’t done, however, was specify in what condition Jason had to arrive. It was a fifteen-minute ride downtown, and he drank a fifth of his dad’s Jack Daniel’s on the way.


  Moss was already on the ice when Jason sat down on a bench and pulled out his skates. “You’re late,” Moss said.


  Jason double-knotted the laces, grabbed his stick, and shoved hard past Moss. “You here to talk or play hockey?” He skated so fast down the center of the rink that he had to slalom around some of the wobbling kids. Moss met him and they passed the puck in a series of complicated handoffs. On the sidelines, the parents cheered, thinking this was all part of the exhibition.


  Coach called for a face-off, and Jason skated into position. The kid he was opposing on the scout team came up as high as his hip. The puck was dropped, and the high school team let the kids win it. But Jason stick-checked the boy who was skating down the ice, stole the puck, and carried it down to the goal. He lifted it to the upper right corner of the net, where there was no chance of the tiny goalie being able to stop it. He pumped his stick in the air and looked around for his other teammates, but they were hanging back, and the crowd wasn’t cheering anymore. “Aren’t we supposed to score?” he yelled out, his words slurring. “Did the rules change here, too?”


  Moss led Jason to the side of the rink. “Dude. It’s just pond hockey, and they’re just kids.”


  Jason nodded, shook it off. They met for another face-off, and this time when the kids took the puck Jason skated backward slowly, making no move to go after it. Unused to playing without the boards, he tripped over the plastic edge of the rink liner and fell into the arms of the crowd. He noticed Zephyr Santorelli-Weinstein’s face, and a half-dozen others from school. “Sorry,” he muttered, staggering to his feet.


  When he stepped onto the ice again, Jason headed for the puck, hip-checking a player to get him out of the way. Except this time, his opponent was half his size and a third of his weight, and went flying.


  The boy banged into his goalie, who slid into the net in a heap, crying. Jason watched the kid’s father hurry onto the ice in his street shoes.


  “What is wrong with you today?” Moss said, skating close.


  “It was an accident,” Jason answered, and his friend reared back, smelling the alcohol.


  “Coach is going to rip you a new asshole. Get out of here. I’ll cover for you.”


  Jason stared at him.


  “Go,” Moss said.


  Jason took one last look at the boy and his father, then skated hard to the spot where he’d left his boots.


  •••


  I did not die, and yet I lost life’s breath:


  imagine for yourself what I became,


  deprived at once of both my life and death.


  Laura read Lucifer’s lines in the last canto of the Inferno, then closed the book. Hands down, Lucifer was the most fascinating character in the poem: waist-deep in the lake of ice, with his three heads gnawing on a feast of sinners. Having once been an archangel, he certainly had the freedom of choice—in fact, it was what got him to pick a fight with God in the first place. So if Lucifer had willingly chosen his course, had he known beforehand that he was going to end up suffering?


  Did he think, on some level, that he deserved it?


  Did anyone, who was cast in the role opposite the hero?


  It occurred to Laura that she had sinned in every single circle. She’d committed adultery. She’d betrayed her benefactor—the university—by seducing a student... which could also be considered treachery, if you classified Seth as an innocent pawn in the game. She’d defied God by ignoring her wedding vows: She’d defied her family by distancing herself from Trixie when Trixie needed her most. She’d lied to her husband, she’d been angry and wrathful, she’d sowed discord, and she’d been a fraudulent counselor to a student who came looking for a mentor and wound up with a lover.


  About the only thing Laura hadn’t done was kill someone.


  She reached behind her desk for an antique china human head she had found at a garage sale. It was smooth and white and divided into calligraphed subsections across the brain area: wit, glory, revenge, bliss. Over the skull she’d put a headband sporting two red devil horns, a gift from a student one Halloween. Now she took the headband off and tried it on for size.


  There was a knock on her door, and a moment later Seth stepped into her office. “Are those horns on your head,” he said, “or are you just happy to see me?”


  She yanked off the headband.


  “Five minutes.” He closed the door, locked it. “You owe me that much.”


  Relationships always sounded so physically painful: You fell in love, you broke a heart, you lost your head. Was it any wonder that people came through the experience with battle scars? The problem with a marriage—or maybe its strength—was that it spanned a distance, and you were never the same person you started out being. If you were lucky, you could still recognize each other years later. If you weren’t, you wound up in your office with a boy fifteen years younger than you were, pouring his heart into your open hands.


  All right. If she was going to be honest, she had loved the way Seth knew what an anapest was, and a canzone. She loved seeing their reflection in a pane of glass as they passed a storefront and being surprised every time. She loved playing Scrabble on a rainy afternoon when she should have been grading papers or attending a departmental meeting. But just because she had called in sick that day didn’t mean she wasn’t still a professor. Just because she abandoned her family didn’t mean she wasn’t still a wife, a mother. Her biggest sin, when you got right down to it, was forgetting all that in the first place.


  “Seth,” she said, “I don’t know how to make this any easier. But—”


  She broke off, realizing the words she was about to say: But I love my husband.


  I always have.


  “We need to talk,” Seth said quietly. He reached into the back pocket of his jeans and tossed a rolled newspaper onto the table.


  Laura had seen it. The front page chronicled the newly filed charge by the district attorney. Jason Underhill would be tried as an adult, due to the presence of date rape drugs in the victim’s bloodstream.


  “Ketamine,” Seth said.


  Laura blinked at him. From what the prosecutor had said, the drug found in Trixie’s system hadn’t even been one of the more popular date rape drugs. It hadn’t been listed in the newspaper, either. “How would you know that?”


  Seth sat down on the edge of her desk. “There’s something I have to tell you,” he said.


  •••


  “I’m coming!” Trixie yelled through the open door, as her father honked the horn for the third time. Jesus. It wasn’t like she wanted to go into town right now, and it wasn’t her fault that the pizza cheese he was using to cook dinner had grown enough mold to be classified as an antibiotic. She hadn’t been doing anything earth-shattering that she couldn’t interrupt, but it was the principle that was upsetting her: Neither parent felt comfortable letting Trixie out of sight.


  She stomped into the first pair of boots she could find and headed outside to his idling truck. “Can’t we just have soup?” Trixie said, slouching down in her seat, when what she really meant was: What will it take to make you trust me again?


  Her father put the truck into first gear to go down a long hill. “I know you want me to leave you home alone. But I hope you also know why I can’t do that.”


  Trixie rolled her eyes toward the window. “Whatever.”


  As they approached town, there was a glut of cars. People in bright parkas and scarves spilled across the street like a stream of confetti. Trixie felt her stomach turn over. “What’s the date?” she murmured. She’d seen the signs all over school: ICE = NICE. DON’T BE A SNOWFLAKE—COME TO WINTERFEST.


  Trixie shrank back in her seat as three girls she recognized from school came so close to the car they brushed the front bumper. Everyone came to the Winterfest. When she was little, her parents would take her to pat the sorry old reindeer idling near the camera store. She could remember seeing ordinary teachers and doctors and waitresses become Victorian carolers for a night. Last year, Trixie had been an elf along with Zephyr, the two of them wearing double layers of skating tights and handing out candy canes to the kids who sat on Santa’s lap.


  This year, walking down Main Street would be totally different. At first, no one would see her, because it was dark out. But then, someone would bump into her by accident. Sorry, they’d say, and then they’d realize who it was. They’d tap their friends. They would point. They’d lean close and whisper about how Trixie wasn’t wearing any makeup and how her hair looked like it hadn’t been washed in a week. Before she had made it to the other end of Main Street, their stares would have burned into the back of her coat like sunlight through a looking glass, starting a flash fire that reduced her to a pile of ashes.


  “Daddy,” she said, “can’t we just go home?”


  Her father glanced at her. He’d had to detour around Main Street and was now parked in a lot behind the grocery store. Trixie could see he was weighing the cost of reaching his destination against Trixie’s extreme discomfort... and factoring in her suicide attempt to boot. “You stay in the car,” her father conceded. “I’ll be right back.”


  Trixie nodded and watched him cross the parking lot. She closed her eyes and counted to fifty. She listened to the sound of her own pulse.


  Yet as it turned out, what Trixie had thought she wanted most of all—being left alone—turned out to be absolutely terrifying. When the door of the car beside her slammed, she jumped. The headlights swept over her as the car backed out, and she ducked her face against the collar of her coat so that the driver couldn’t see.


  Her father had been gone for three minutes when she started to actively panic. It didn’t take much longer than that to buy some stupid cheese, did it? What if someone else came to this parking lot and saw her sitting there? How long before a crowd gathered, calling her a slut and a whore? Who would save her if they decided to pound on the windows, start a witch hunt, lynch her?


  She peered out the windshield. It would take fifteen seconds, tops, to make it to the door of the grocery store. By now her father would be in line. She might run into someone she knew there, but at least she wouldn’t be alone.


  Trixie got out of the car and started to race across the parking lot. She could see the buttery windows of the grocery mart and the line of wire shopping carts shivering against its outer wall.


  Someone was coming. She couldn’t see whether it was her father—the figure seemed big enough, but the streetlamp was behind him, obscuring the features. If it was her father, he’d see her first, Trixie realized. And if it wasn’t her father, then she was going to move past the stranger at the speed of light.


  But as Trixie broke into a sprint, she hit a patch of black ice and her feet gave out from underneath her. One leg twisted, and she could feel herself falling. The moment before her left hip struck the pavement, she was wrenched upright by the very person she’d been trying to avoid. “You okay?” he said, and she looked up to find Jason holding her upper arm.


  He let go almost as quickly as he’d grabbed her. Trixie’s mother had said that Jason couldn’t come near her, couldn’t cross paths with her—if he did, he’d be shipped off to a juvenile detention center before the trial. But either her mother had been wrong or Jason had forgotten, because he shook off whatever fear had made him release her and began advancing on her instead. He smelled like a distillery, and his voice was raw. “What did you tell them? What are you trying to do to me?”


  Trixie fought for breath. The cold was seeping through the back of her jeans and there was water in her boot where it had gone through the ice into a puddle. “I didn’t... I’m not...”


  “You have to tell them the truth,” Jason begged. “They don’t believe me.”


  This was news to Trixie and cut clean as a knife through her fear. If they didn’t believe Jason, and they didn’t believe her, who did they believe?


  He crouched in front of her, and that was all it took for Trixie to be whipped back to then. It was as if the rape was happening all over again, as if she couldn’t control a single inch of her own body.


  “Trixie,” Jason said.


  His hands on her thighs, as she tried to pull away.


  “You have to.”


  His body rising over hers, pinning her at the hips.


  “Now.”


  Now, he had said, throwing his head back as he pulled out and spilled hot across her belly. Now, he had said, but by then it was already too late.


  Trixie drew in a deep breath and screamed at the top of her lungs.


  Suddenly Jason wasn’t leaning over her anymore. Trixie glanced up to see him wrestling, trying to dodge her father’s punches. “Daddy!” she screamed. “Stop!”


  Her father turned, bleeding from a split lip. “Trixie, get in the car.”


  She didn’t get in the car. She scrambled away from their brawl and stood in the halo of the streetlamp, watching as her father—the same man who caught the spiders in her bedroom and carried them outside in a Dixie cup, the same man who had never in his life spanked her—pummeled Jason. She was horrified and fascinated all at once. It was like meeting someone she’d never seen before and finding out that all this time, he’d been living next door.


  The sound of flesh smacking flesh reminded Trixie of the blue-fish that got slapped hard against the docks in Portland by the fishermen, to still them before they were filleted. She covered her ears and looked down at the ground, at the plastic bag of shredded mozzarella that had fallen and been torn open under their boots during the fight.


  “If you ever,” her father panted, “ever...”


  He landed a punch to Jason’s gut.


  “... ever come near my daughter again...”


  A blow across the right jaw.


  “I will kill you.” But just as he reared back his hand to strike again, a car drove past the parking lot, illuminating everything.


  •••


  The last man Daniel had beaten up had already been dead. In the high school gym in Akiak, Daniel had slammed Cane against the floor, although his head already had a bullet hole in it. He’d done it because he wanted Cane to tell him to stop. He’d wanted Cane to sit up and take a swing back at him.


  The principal had tiptoed gingerly into this nightmare, absorbing Daniel’s sobs and the discarded rifle and the blood sprayed across the bleachers. Daniel, the principal had said, shocked. What did you do?


  Daniel had run, because he was faster than the principal and faster than the police. For a few days he was a murder suspect, and he liked that. If Daniel had meant to kill Cane, then he couldn’t feel as guilty about not keeping it from happening.


  By the time he left town, the rumors surrounding Daniel had died down. Everyone knew it was Cane’s hunting rifle, and Daniel’s fingerprints hadn’t been on it. Cane had not left a suicide note—that was rare, in the village—but he’d left his basketball jersey on the table for his little sister. Daniel had been cleared as a suspect, but he left Alaska anyway. It wasn’t that he’d been scared of his future; it was that he couldn’t see one, period.


  Every now and then, he still woke up with one thought caught like cotton on the roof of his mouth: Dead men don’t bruise.


  Tonight, he’d been stuck behind an old woman paying with pennies at the grocery mart. The whole time, he was second-guessing himself. At first, after the suicide attempt, Trixie had been distant and silent, but over the past few days her personality would bob to the surface every now and then. However, the minute they’d reached town, Trixie had gone still and blank—a relapse. Daniel hadn’t wanted to leave her alone in the car but couldn’t stand the thought of forcing her to leave that safety zone either. How long could it take to buy a single item? He’d hurried into the store, thinking only of Trixie and getting her back home as quickly as possible.


  It was when he’d stepped under the streetlamp that he’d seen it: that bastard’s hand on his daughter’s arm.


  For someone who has never given himself over to rage, it would be hard to understand. But for Daniel, it felt like shrugging on an old, soft suede coat that had been buried so deep in his closet he was certain it had long ago been given away to someone else who needed the cover. Lucid thought gave way to utter feeling. His body started to burn; his own anger buzzed in his ears. He saw through a crimson haze, he tasted his own blood, and still he knew he could not stop. As he gloried in the scrape of his knuckles and the adrenaline that kept him one step ahead, Daniel began to remember who he used to be.


  Every brawl with a bully in Akiak, every fistfight with a drunk outside a bar, every window he’d smashed to get inside a locked door—it was as if Daniel had stepped completely outside his body and was watching the tornado that had taken up residence there instead. In the ferocity, he lost himself, which was what he’d hoped for all along.


  By the time he was finished, Jason was shaking so hard that Daniel knew only his own hand at the boy’s throat was keeping him upright. “If you ever... ever come near my daughter again,” Daniel said, “I will kill you.”


  He stared at Jason, trying to commit to memory the way the boy looked when he knew he was defeated, because Daniel wanted to see it on his face again on the day they handed down a verdict in the courtroom. He drew back his arm, focusing his sights on the spot just under the boy’s jaw—the spot where a good, strong blow would knock him unconscious—when suddenly the high beams of an oncoming car washed over him.


  It was the opportunity Jason needed to throw Daniel off balance. He pushed away and took off at a dead run. Daniel blinked, his concentration shattered. Now that it was over, he could not stop his hands from trembling. He turned to the truck, where he’d told Trixie to wait, and he opened the door. “I’m sorry you had to see—” Daniel said, breaking off as he realized his daughter wasn’t there.


  “Trixie!” he yelled, searching the parking lot. “Trixie, where are you?”


  It was too goddamned dark—Daniel couldn’t see—so he started running up and down the aisles among the cars. Could Trixie have been so upset, watching him turn into an animal, that she’d been willing to jump from the frying pan into the fire, to get as far away from him as possible, even if that meant she’d have to run into town?


  Daniel started sprinting down Main Street, calling for her. Frantic passed for festive in the dark. He pushed aside knots of carolers and divided families joined together at the hands. He barreled into a table with a sugar-on-snow display, kids rolling long strings of candied maple syrup around popsicle sticks. He climbed onto a sidewalk bench so that he could tower over the milling crowd and look around.


  There were hundreds of people, and Trixie wasn’t one of them.


  He headed back to his car. It was possible that she had gone home, although it would take her a while to cover the four-mile distance on foot, in the snow. He could take his truck and start searching... but what if she hadn’t left town? What if she came back looking for him, and he wasn’t here?


  Then again, what if she’d started home, and Jason found her first?


  He reached into the glove compartment and fumbled for his cell phone. No one answered at the house. After a hesitation, he called Laura’s office.


  Last time he’d done this, she hadn’t answered.


  When she picked up on the first ring, Daniel’s knees buckled with relief. “Trixie’s missing.”


  “What?” He could hear the bright blue edge of panic in Laura’s voice.


  “We’re in town... she was in the car waiting...” He was not making any sense, and he knew it.


  “Where are you?”


  “In the lot behind the grocery store.”


  “I’m on my way.”


  When the line went dead, Daniel slipped the phone into his coat pocket. Maybe Trixie would try to call him. He stood up and tried to replay the fight with Jason, but he could not dissect it: It could have been three minutes, it could have been thirty. Trixie might have run off at the first punch or after the last. He had been so single-minded about wanting to do harm that he’d lost sight of his daughter while she was still standing in front of him.


  “Please,” he whispered to a God he’d given up on years ago. “Please let her be all right.”


  Suddenly a movement in the distance caught his eye. He turned to see a shadow crossing behind the brush at the far end of the parking lot. Daniel stepped out of the circle of light thrown by the street-lamp and walked toward the spot where he’d seen the dark overlap itself. “Trixie,” he called. “Is that you?”


  •••


  Jason Underhill stood with his hands braced on the wooden railing of the trestle bridge, trying to see if the river had completely iced over yet. His face hurt like hell from where Trixie’s father had beaten the crap out of him, his ribs throbbed, and he didn’t have any idea how he was going to explain his battered face in the morning without revealing that he’d broken the conditions of his bail and interacted with not one but two members of the Stone family.


  If they were going to try him as an adult, did that affect the rest? Once they found out that he’d approached Trixie, would he get sent to a real jail, instead of just some juvy facility?


  Maybe it didn’t matter, anyway. Bethel Academy didn’t want him to play next year. His hopes to go professional one day were as good as dead. And why? Because he’d been considerate that night at Zephyr Santorelli-Weinstein’s house and had gone back to make sure that Trixie was all right.


  Three weeks ago, he had been the number one ranked high school hockey player in the state of Maine. He had a 3.7 grade point average and a penchant for hat tricks, and even kids who didn’t know him pretended they did. He could have had his pick of high school girls and maybe even some from the local college, but he’d been stupid enough to fall for Trixie Stone: a human black hole who camouflaged herself as a girl with a heart so clear you might look at it and see yourself.


  He was seventeen, and his life was as good as over.


  Jason stared at the ice beneath the bridge. If his trial started before the spring came... If he lost... how long would it be before he saw the river running again?


  He leaned down, his elbows on the wooden railing, and pretended that he could see it now.


  •••


  Daniel was sitting underneath the streetlamp when Laura came running up to him. “Did she come back?”


  “No,” he said, getting slowly to his feet. “And she’s not answering, if she’s at the house.”


  “Okay,” Laura said, pacing in a tight circle. “Okay.”


  “It’s not okay. I got into a fight with Jason Underhill. He had his hands on her. And I... I... I snapped. I beat him up, Laura. Trixie saw every minute of it.” Daniel took a deep breath. “Maybe we should call Bartholemew.”


  Laura shook her head. “If you call the police, you have to tell them you were fighting with Jason,” she said flatly. “That’s assault, Daniel. People get arrested for it.”


  Daniel fell silent, thinking of his previous encounter with Jason—the one in the woods, with a knife. As far as he knew, the boy hadn’t said anything to anyone about it. But if it came out that Daniel had beaten him up, that other incident was bound to surface.


  And it wasn’t just assault—it qualified as kidnapping, too.


  He turned to Laura. “So what do we do?”


  She stepped closer, the light from the lamp falling over her shoulders like a cloak. “We find her ourselves,” she said.


  •••


  Laura ran into the house, calling for Trixie, but there was no answer. Shaking, she walked into the dark kitchen, still wearing her coat. She turned on the tap and splashed cold water on her face.


  This couldn’t have happened.


  She and Daniel had plotted a strategy: He would search the streets for Trixie, while Laura went home in case she showed up. You need to calm down, she told herself. This is all going to work out.


  When the phone rang, she grabbed it. Trixie. But in the moment it took for her to bring the receiver to her ear, she had another thought—what if it was the police?


  Laura swallowed. “Hello?”


  “Mrs. Stone... this is Zephyr. Is Trixie there? I’ve got to talk to her.”


  “Zephyr,” she repeated. “No. Trixie’s not—Have you seen her tonight?”


  “Me? Um. No.”


  “Well.” Laura closed her eyes. “I’ll tell her you called,” she said. She hung up the phone, sat down at the kitchen table, and steeled herself to wait for whatever came next.


  •••


  Every summer, traveling fairs came through Maine. They arrived in caravans that popped open to reveal the baseball throw, the ringtoss, the balloon darts. A massive white truck unfolded, like a sleeping deer getting to its feet, to turn into the Tilt-A-Whirl; another transformed into the Indiana Jones Adventure House. There were kiddie rides—hot-air balloons that never left the ground, giant frogs with pink plaster tongues that chased flies in small circles, a carousel fit for a princess. But the ride Trixie looked forward to, year after year, was the Dragon Coaster.


  The roller coaster had the enormous painted head of a Chinese New Year’s dragon, five cars, and then an arched tail with gold curlicues painted on it. It mutated from one of those folding trucks: a tight loop of steel track that swung into a waystation. The carney who ran the coaster had a long, thin ponytail and so many tattoos on his arms that you had to get close to see they weren’t just sleeves.


  Trixie always tried to get the first car, the one that put you behind the dragon’s mouth. For a kiddie ride, the roller coaster was surprisingly fast, and the front car was quicker than any other—you whipped harder around the corners. You lurched to a more jarring stop.


  The summer Trixie was eleven, she climbed into the front car as usual and realized something was wrong. She couldn’t pull the safety bar down over her knees. She had to turn sideways and jam herself along the side of the car. Trixie was convinced that this wasn’t the same roller coaster—that they’d gotten an upgrade and skimped on the proportions—but the carney said nothing had changed.


  He was lying. She knew this, because even as he said it, and pushed his ponytail out of the way, he was staring at the writing on her T-shirt: BETHEL FARM “A” SOFTBALL scrawled across her chest.


  Until that moment, Trixie had been looking forward to going to middle school and the privileges that came with it. She’d held the word adolescent on her tongue, enjoying the way it fizzed like a bath bomb. Until then, she hadn’t considered that there was a tradeoff, that she might not fit anymore in places where she’d been comfortable.


  The next summer, when Trixie was twelve, she got dropped off at the fair with Zephyr. Instead of going on the rides, they bought an onion blossom and trolled through the crowd to find kids they knew.


  Trixie was thinking about all this as she stood, shivering, in front of the Bank of Bethel. It was midnight, now, and the Winterfest was a memory. The police barriers blocking Main Street had been removed; the Christmas lights had been unplugged. The trash cans were stuffed with paper cups, plastic cider jugs, and broken candy canes.


  The bank had a large mirrored window that had always fascinated Trixie. These days, when she passed by, she’d check herself out, or look to see if anyone else was doing the same. But as a kid, the mirror had taken her by surprise. For years she kept the secret from her parents that there was a girl in Bethel who looked exactly like her.


  In the reflection, Trixie watched her father approach. She looked at him or, really, at the twin of him, standing beside the twin of her. The moment he touched her, it was as if a spell had broken. She could barely stand on her feet, she was that tired.


  He caught her as she swayed. “Let’s go home,” he said, and he lifted her into his arms.


  Trixie rested her head on his shoulder. She watched the stars shimmer and wink in patterns, an alphabet everyone else seemed to know but that she could not for the life of her read.


  •••


  Laura’s car was in the driveway when Daniel came back. That had been the plan: She’d drive back home and wait in the house, in case Trixie had made her way home. Daniel would walk the streets of Bethel, in case she hadn’t. Trixie was sound asleep when he carried her out of the truck and brought her up to her bedroom. There, he unlaced her boots and unzipped her parka. He thought for a moment about helping her into pajamas but instead drew the covers up over Trixie, fully clothed.


  When he stood up, Laura was standing in the doorway. Seeing Trixie, her eyes were wide, her face as white as chalk. “Oh, Daniel,” she whispered, guessing the worst. “Something happened.”


  “Nothing happened,” Daniel said softly, putting his arms around her.


  Laura—who always seemed to know the right thing to do and the right thing to say—was at a complete loss. She wrapped her arms around Daniel’s waist and burst into tears. He led her into the darkened hallway and closed Trixie’s bedroom door so that she wouldn’t be disturbed. “She’s home,” he said, forcing a smile, even though he could see the scrapes on his knuckles, could feel the bruises that bloomed beneath his skin. “That’s all that counts.”


  •••


  The next morning, Daniel assessed the damage in the bathroom mirror. His lip was split; he had a shiner on his right temple; the knuckles of his right hand were swollen and raw. But that inventory didn’t even begin to address the harm done to his relationship with his daughter. Because she’d fallen asleep, exhausted, Daniel still hadn’t had the chance to explain what had happened to him last night, what beast he’d turned into.


  He washed his face and toweled it dry. How did you go about explaining to your daughter—the victim of a rape, for God’s sake—that violence in a man was like energy: transformed, but never destroyed? How did you tell a girl who was trying so hard to start fresh that you couldn’t ever obliterate your past?


  It was going to be one of those days when the temperature didn’t climb above zero. He could tell, just by the bone-deep chill of the floorboards on his bare feet when he went downstairs and the way the icicles pointed like arrows from the outside overhang of the kitchen window. Trixie was standing at the refrigerator, wearing flannel pajama bottoms, a T-shirt that had gone missing from Daniel’s own dresser, and a blue bathrobe that no longer fit. Her wrists and hands stuck out too far from the sleeves as she reached for the orange juice.


  Laura glanced up from the table, where she was poring intently over the newspaper—looking, Daniel assumed, for a story about his brawl with Jason last night. “Morning,” Daniel said hesitantly. Their eyes met, and they passed an entire conversation without speaking a word: How is she? Did she say anything? Do I treat this as an ordinary day? Do I pretend last night never happened?


  Daniel cleared his throat. “Trixie... we have to talk.”


  Trixie didn’t look at him. She unscrewed the Tropicana and began to pour some into a glass. “We’re out of orange juice,” she said.


  The telephone rang. Laura stood up to answer it and carried the receiver into the living room that adjoined the kitchen.


  Daniel sank down into the seat his wife had vacated and watched Trixie at the counter. He loved her, and in return she’d trusted him—and her reward was to see him turn into an animal before her eyes. It wasn’t all that different, really, from what she must have experienced during the rape—and that alone was enough to make Daniel hate himself.


  Laura came back into the room and hung up the phone. She moved stiffly, her features frozen.


  “Who was it?” Daniel asked.


  Laura shook her head, covered her hand with her mouth.


  “Laura,” he pressed.


  “Jason Underhill committed suicide last night,” she whispered.


  Trixie shook the empty container. “We’re out of orange juice,” she repeated.


  •••


  In the bathroom, Trixie ran the hot water for fifteen minutes before she stepped into the shower, letting the small space fill with enough steam that she wouldn’t have to see her reflection in the mirror. The news had taken up residence in their house, and now, in the aftermath, nobody seemed to know what to do. Her mother had slipped out of the kitchen like a ghost. Her father sank down at the table with his head in his hands, his eyes squeezed shut. Distracted, he didn’t notice when Trixie left. Neither parent was around to see her disappear into her bathroom or to ask her to leave the door wide open, as they had for the past week, so that they could check up on her.


  What would be the point?


  There would be no rape trial anymore. There was no need to make sure she didn’t wind up in a mental hospital before she took the stand as a witness. She could go as crazy as she wanted to. She could secure herself a berth in a psych ward for the next thirty years, every minute of which she could spend thinking about what she’d done.


  There was one Bic razor hidden away. It had fallen behind a crack in the sink cabinet and Trixie made sure to keep it there, in case of emergency. Now she fished for it and set it on the counter. She smacked it hard with a plastic bottle of bath gel, until the pink caddy cracked and the blade slipped out. She ran the tip of her finger over the edge, felt the skin peel back in an onion fold.


  She thought about what it used to feel like when Jason kissed her, and she’d breathe in air that he’d breathed a moment before. She tried to imagine what it was like to not breathe anymore, ever. She thought of his head snapping back when her father hit him, of the last words he had said to her.


  Trixie pulled off her pajamas and stepped into the shower. She crouched in the tub and let the water sluice over her. She cried great, damp, gray sobs that no one could hear over the roar of the plumbing, and she carved at her arm—not to kill herself, because she didn’t deserve such an easy way out—just to release some of the pain before it exploded inside her. She cut three lines and a circle, inside the crook of her elbow:


  NO.


  Blood swirled pink between her feet. She looked down at her tattoo. Then she lifted the blade and slashed hatch marks through the letters, a grid of gashes, until not even Trixie could remember what she’d been trying to say.
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  When Jason Underhill’s ghost showed up that night, Trixie was expecting him. He was transparent and white faced, with a gash in the back of his skull. She stared through him and pretended not to notice that he had materialized out of nowhere.


  He was the first person Trixie knew who’d died. Technically, that wasn’t quite accurate—her grandmother had died in Alaska when Trixie was four, but Trixie had never met her. She remembered her father sitting at the kitchen table with the telephone still in his hand even though the person on the other end had hung up, and silence landing on the house like a fat black crow.


  Jason kept glancing at the ground, as if he needed to keep track of his footsteps. Trixie tried not to look at the bruises on his face or the blood on his collar. “I’m not scared of you,” she said, although she was not telling the truth. “You can’t do anything to me.” She wondered if ghosts had the powers of superheroes, if they could see through linen and flannel to spot her legs shaking, if they could swallow her words and spit her lie back out like a bullet.


  Jason leaned so close that his hand went right through Trixie. It felt like winter. He was able to draw her forward, as if he were magnetic and she had dissolved into a thousand metal filings. Pulling her upright in her bed, he kissed her full on the mouth. He tasted of dark soil and muddy currents. I’m not through with you, Jason vowed, and then he disappeared bit by bit, the pressure against her lips the last thing to go.


  Afterward, Trixie lay in bed, shaking. She thought about the bitter cold that had taken up residence under her breastbone, like a second heart made of ice. She thought about what Jason had said and wondered why he’d had to die before he felt the same way she had felt about him all along.


  •••


  Mike Bartholemew crouched in front of the boot prints that led up to the railing of the bridge from which Jason had jumped, a cryptic choreography of the boy’s last steps. Placing a ruler next to the best boot print, he took a digital photo. Then he lifted an aerosol can and sprayed light layers of red wax over the area. The wax froze the snow, so that when he took the mixture of dental stone and water he’d prepared to make a cast, it wouldn’t melt any of the ridge details.


  While he waited for his cast to dry, he hiked down the slippery bank to the spot being combed by crime scene investigators. In his own tenure as a detective, he’d presided over two suicides in this very spot, one of the few in Bethel where you could actually fall far enough to do serious damage.


  Jason Underhill had landed on his side. His head had cracked the ice on the river and was partially submerged. His hand was covered with dirt and matted leaves. The snow was still stained pink with blood that had pooled beneath his head.


  For all intents and purposes, Jason had done the taxpayers a favor by saving them the cost of a trial and possible incarceration. Being tried as an adult for rape made the stakes higher—and more potentially devastating. Bartholemew had seen lesser motives that led folks to take their own lives.


  He knelt beside Jerry, one of the forensic cops. “What have you got?”


  “Maria DeSantos, only seventy degrees colder.”


  Maria DeSantos had been their last suicide plunger in this location, but she had been missing for three weeks in the heat of the summer before the stench of the decomposing body had attracted a kayaker on the river.


  “Find anything?”


  “A wallet and a cell phone. There could be more, but the snow’s pretty deep.” Jerry glanced up from his collection of blood on the body. “You see the kid play in the exhibition game last night in town?”


  “I was on duty.”


  “I heard he was hammered... and that he was still a hell of a player.” Jerry shook his head. “Damn shame, if you ask me.”


  “I didn’t,” Bartholemew said, and he stood up. He had already been to the Underhill house, to bring them the news of their son’s death. Greta Underhill had opened the door, looked at his face, and burst into tears. Her husband had been only superficially composed. He thanked Bartholemew for bringing the information and said he’d like to see Jason now. Then he’d walked outside into the snow, without a coat, barefoot.


  Bartholemew’s own boss had brought him the news about Holly. He’d known that the worst had happened when he saw the chief of police standing on his porch in the middle of the night. He remembered demanding to be driven to the scene, where he stood at the guardrail her car had smashed through. He remembered, too, going to identify Holly’s body in the hospital morgue. Bartholemew had pulled aside the sheet to see the tracks on her arms, the ones he’d been blind to as a parent. He’d put his hand over Holly’s heart, just to make sure.


  The Underhills wanted to see Jason; they’d be given that privilege before the autopsy began. In this sense, accidents, suicides, and murders were all the same—any death that occurred without someone there to witness it was automatically brought to the medical examiner for a determination of cause. It wasn’t police procedure as much as human nature. We all want to know what went wrong, even when there isn’t really an answer to that question.


  •••


  The Monday after Jason Underhill’s suicide, two psychologists were called to the high school to help students who needed to grieve. The hockey team took to wearing black armbands and won three straight, vowing to take the state title in homage to their fallen team-mate. One entire page of the Portland paper’s sports section was devoted to a memorial of Jason’s athletic achievements.


  That same day, Laura went out for groceries. She moved aimlessly through the store, picking up things like ugli fruit and bags of pitted prunes, slivered almonds, and balls of buffalo mozzarella. Somewhere in her purse she knew she had a list—ordinary items like bread and milk and dishwashing detergent—but there was a part of her that felt normal things didn’t apply anymore and therefore there was no point in buying them. Eventually, she found herself in front of the freezer section, the door open and the cold spilling over the toes of her boots. There must have been a hundred different ice cream flavors. How could you pick, knowing that you’d have to go home and live with the choice you’d made?


  She was reading the ingredients on a peach sorbet when she heard two women talking one aisle over, hidden by the freezers. “What a tragedy,” one said. “That boy was going places.”


  “I heard that Greta Underhill can’t get out of bed,” the second woman added. “My pastor was told by her pastor that she might not even make it to the funeral.”


  A week ago, in spite of the rape accusations, Jason had still been a hero to most of this town. But now death had swelled him to mythic proportions.


  Laura curled her hands around the front bar of her grocery cart. She navigated around the corner, until she was face to face with the women who’d been talking. “Do you know who I am?” The ladies glanced at each other, shook their heads. “I’m the mother of the girl Jason Underhill raped.”


  She said it for the shock value. She said it on the off chance that these ladies might, out of sudden shame, apologize. But neither of them said a word.


  Laura guided her shopping cart around the corner and toward an empty checkout line. The cashier had a skunk-streak of blue hair and a ring through her bottom lip. Laura reached into the basket and held up a box of plastic knives—when had she taken those off a shelf? “You know,” she said to the cashier, “I actually don’t need those.”


  “No biggie. We can reshelve them.”


  Six packets of powdered hollandaise sauce, suntan lotion, and wart remover medicine. “Actually,” Laura said, “I’m going to pass on these, too.”


  She emptied the rest of her shopping cart: bacon bits and baby food and Thai coconut milk; a sippy cup and hair elastics and two pounds of green jalapeños; the peach sorbet. She stared at the items on the conveyor belt as if she were seeing them for the first time. “I don’t want any of this,” Laura said, surprised, as if it were anyone’s fault but her own.


  •••


  Dr. Anjali Mukherjee spent most of her time in the morgue, not just because she was the county medical examiner but also because when she ventured abovestairs at the hospital, she was continually mistaken for a med student or, worse, a candy striper. She was five feet tall, with the small, delicate features of a child, but Mike Bartholemew had seen her elbow-deep in a Y-shaped incision, determining the cause of death of the person who lay on her examination table.


  “The subject had a blood alcohol level of point one two,” Anjali said, as she rifled through a series of X-rays and headed toward the light box on the wall.


  Legal intoxication was .10; that meant Jason Underhill was considerably trashed when he went over the railing of the bridge. At least he wasn’t driving, Bartholemew thought. At least he only killed himself.


  “There,” the medical examiner said, pointing at an X-ray. “What do you see?”


  “A foot?”


  “That’s why they pay you the big bucks. Come over here for a second.” Anjali cleared off a lab table and patted it. “Climb up.”


  “I don’t want—”


  “Climb up, Bartholemew.”


  Grudgingly, he stood on top of the table. He glanced down at the top of Anjali’s head. “And I’m doing this why?”


  “Jump.”


  Bartholemew hopped a little.


  “I meant jump off.”


  He swung his arms, then went airborne, landing in a crouch. “Goddamn, I still can’t fly.”


  “You landed on your feet,” Anjali said. “Like most people who jump. When we see suicides like this, the X-rays show heel fractures and vertical compressions of the spine, which aren’t present on this victim.”


  “Are you telling me he didn’t fall?”


  “No, he fell. There’s contrecoup damage to the brain that suggests acceleration. When someone lands on the back of the skull, you’ll see injury to the front of the brain, because it continues to fall after the skull stops and hits it hard.”


  “Maybe he jumped and landed on his head,” Bartholemew suggested.


  “Interestingly, I didn’t see the types of fractures associated with that either. Let me show you what I did find, though.” Anjali handed him two photographs, both of Jason Underhill’s face. They were identical, except for the black eye and bruising along the temple and jaw of the second one.


  “You been beating up the subjects, Angie?”


  “That only works premortem,” Anjali replied. “I took these ten hours apart. When you brought him in, he didn’t have bruises... except for a subtle hemorrhage in the facial area that could have been caused by the fall. But he was lying on that side of his face when found, and the pooling of the blood might have obscured the contusions. When he was brought to the morgue and placed sunny-side up, the blood redistributed.” She removed the X-ray they’d been examining. “When I was doing an FP fellowship, we had a Jane Doe come in with no apparent external trauma, except for a slight hemorrhage in the strap muscles of the neck. By the time the autopsy was over, there were two obvious handprints on her throat.”


  “Couldn’t he have banged himself up when he fell?”


  “I thought you’d say that. Take a look at this.” Anjali slid another X-ray onto the light box.


  Bartholemew whistled softly. “That’s his face, huh?”


  “It was.”


  He pointed to a crack along the temple of the skull. “That looks like a fracture.”


  “That’s where he landed,” Anjali said. “But look closer.”


  Bartholemew squinted. On the cheekbone and the jaw were smaller, fainter fault lines.


  “In the case of a blow and a subsequent fall, the fracture lines caused by the fall are blocked by those caused by the initial blow. An injury to the head caused by a fall is usually found around the level of the brim of a hat. However, a hard punch to the face usually hits below that.”


  The fracture at Underhill’s temple radiated out toward the eye socket and the cheekbone but stopped abruptly at one of these hair-line cracks.


  “The subject also had extravasation of red blood cells on tissues around his jaw and ribs.”


  “Which means what?”


  “It’s a bruise that didn’t get to happen. Meaning there was trauma to that tissue, but before that blood could break down and go black and blue, the subject died.”


  “So maybe he was in a fight before he decided to jump,” Bartholemew said, his mind running fast with possibilities.


  “You might also be interested in this.” Anjali passed him a microscopic slide with tiny filings on it. “We dug them out of the subject’s fingertips.”


  “What are they?”


  “Splinters consistent with the railing of the bridge. There were some wood slivers caught in the tails of his jacket, too.” Anjali glanced at Bartholemew. “I don’t think this kid killed himself by jumping off a bridge,” she said. “I think he was pushed.”


  •••


  When Daniel heard sobbing, he immediately assumed it was Trixie. In the days since they’d heard the news about Jason, she would dissolve without any provocation—at the dinner table, while brushing her teeth, staring at a commercial on television. She was so firmly entrenched in memory that Daniel didn’t know how to pry her loose and bring her back to the real world.


  Sometimes he held her. Sometimes he just sat down next to her. He never tried to stop her tears; he didn’t think he had that right. He just wanted her to know that he was there if she needed him.


  This time, when the crying began, Daniel followed the sound upstairs. But instead of finding Trixie sobbing, he turned into his own bedroom to find his wife sitting on the floor, hugging a knot of clean laundry against her. “Laura?”


  She turned at the sound of her name, wiping her cheeks. “I’m sorry... it’s wrong, I know... but I keep thinking about him.”


  Him. Daniel’s heart turned over. How long would it be until he could hear a sentence like that and not feel as if he’d been punched?


  “It’s just...” She wiped her eyes. “It’s just that he was someone’s child, too.”


  Jason. The immediate relief Daniel felt to know that Laura wasn’t crying over the nameless man she’d slept with evaporated as he realized that she was crying, instead, for someone who didn’t merit that kind of mercy.


  “I’ve been so lucky, Daniel,” Laura said. “What if Trixie had died last week? What if... what if you’d told me to move out?”


  Daniel reached out to tuck Laura’s hair behind her ear. Maybe you had to come close to losing something before you could remember its value. Maybe it would be like that for the two of them. “I would never have let you go.”


  Laura shuddered, as if his words had sent a shock through her. “Daniel, I—”


  “You don’t need to cry for us,” he said, squeezing her shoulder, “because we’re all going to be fine.”


  He felt Laura nod against him.


  “And you don’t have to cry for Jason,” Daniel said. “Because Jason deserves to be dead.”


  He hadn’t spoken the words aloud, the ones he’d been thinking ever since Laura had taken that phone call days before. But this was exactly the sort of world he drew: one where actions had consequences, where revenge and retribution were the heartbeat of a story. Jason had hurt Trixie; therefore, Jason deserved to be punished.


  Laura drew back and stared at him, wide-eyed.


  “What?” Daniel said, defiant. “Are you shocked that I would think that?”


  She was quiet for a moment. “No,” Laura admitted. “Just that you said it out loud.”


  •••


  The minute Bartholemew entered the digital photo of the footprints on the bridge into his software program and compared it to an inking of Jason’s boot, he got a match. However, there was another footprint with a tread on the sole that was different from Jason’s, possibly from their suspect’s shoe.


  With a sigh, Bartholemew turned off his computer screen and took out the bag of evidence collected from the crime scene. He rummaged for the cell phone that Jerry had found near the victim. A Motorola, identical to the one Bartholemew carried—up here in Maine, you just didn’t have all the cellular options available in a big city. Jason had probably bought it from the same store where he’d bought his. The same sales rep had probably programmed it for him.


  Bartholemew started punching buttons. There were no messages, text or voice. But there was a memo.


  He hit the shortcut button, *8, and suddenly the sound of a fight filled the room. There were punches being landed, and grunts and moans. He heard Jason’s voice, pleas that broke off at their edges. And another familiar voice: If you ever, ever come near my daughter again, I will kill you.


  Bartholemew stood up, grabbed his coat, and headed out to find Daniel Stone.


  •••


  “What do you think happens when you die?” Zephyr asked.


  Trixie was lying on her stomach on her bed, flipping through the pages of Allure magazine and looking at purses and shoes that she would never be able to afford. She didn’t get purses, anyway. She didn’t want to ever be the kind of person who couldn’t carry what she needed in her back pocket. “You decompose,” Trixie said, and she turned to the next ad.


  “That is so totally disgusting,” Zephyr said. “I wonder how long it takes.”


  Trixie had wondered that too, but she wasn’t going to admit it to Zephyr. Every night since his death, Jason had visited her in her bedroom in the darkest part of the night. Sometimes he just stared until she woke up; sometimes he talked to her. Finally he left by blasting through her middle.


  She knew that he hadn’t been buried yet, and maybe that was why he kept coming. Maybe once his body began to break down inside its coffin, he wouldn’t show up at the foot of her bed.


  Since Trixie had returned from the hospital, it had been like old times—Zephyr would come over after school and tell her everything she was missing: the catfight between two cheerleaders who liked the same guy, the substitute teacher in French who couldn’t speak a single word of the language, the sophomore who got hospitalized for anorexia. Zephyr had also been her source of information about how Bethel High was processing Jason’s death. The guidance counselors had led an assembly about teen depression; the principal had gotten on the PA during homeroom announcements to have a moment of memorial silence; Jason’s locker had become a shrine, decorated with notes and stickers and Beanie Babies. It was, Trixie realized, as if Jason had grown larger than life after his death, as if it was going to be even harder now for her to avoid him.


  Zephyr rolled over. “Do you think it hurts to die?”


  Not as much as it hurts to live, Trixie thought.


  “Do you think we go somewhere... after?” Zephyr asked.


  Trixie closed her magazine. “I don’t know.”


  “I wonder if it’s like it is here. If there are popular dead people and geeky dead people. You know.”


  That sounded like high school, and the way Trixie figured it, that was more likely to be hell. “I guess it’s different for different people,” she said. “Like, if you died, there’d be an endless supply of Sephora makeup. For Jason, it’s one big hockey rink.”


  “But do people ever cross over? Do the hockey players ever get to hang out with the people who eat only chocolate? Or the ones who play Nintendo twenty-four/seven?”


  “Maybe there are dances or something,” Trixie said. “Or a bulletin board, so you know what everyone else is up to, and you can join in if you want and blow it off if you don’t.”


  “I bet when you eat chocolate in heaven it’s no big deal,” Zephyr said. “If you can have it whenever you want it, it probably doesn’t taste as good.” She shrugged. “I bet they all watch us down here, because they know we’ve got it better than them and we’re too stupid to realize it.” She glanced sideways at Trixie. “Guess what I heard.”


  “What?”


  “His whole head was bashed in.”


  Trixie felt her stomach turn over. “That’s just a rumor.”


  “It’s totally not. Marcia Breen’s brother’s girlfriend is a nurse, and she saw Jason being brought into the hospital.” She popped a bubble with her gum. “I hope that if he went to heaven, he got a big old bandage or plastic surgery or something.”


  “What makes you think he’s going to heaven?” Trixie asked.


  Zephyr froze. “I didn’t mean... I just...” Her gaze slid toward Trixie. “Trix, are you truly glad he’s dead?”


  Trixie stared at her hands in her lap. For a moment, they looked like they belonged to someone else—still, pale, too heavy for the rest of her. She forced herself to open her magazine again, and she pretended she was engrossed in an ad about tampons so that she didn’t have to give Zephyr a reply. Maybe after reading for a while, they would both forget what Zephyr had asked. Maybe after a while, Trixie wouldn’t be afraid of her answer.


  •••


  According to Dante, the deeper you got into hell, the colder it was. When Daniel imagined hell, he saw the vast white wasteland of the Yukon-Kuskokwim delta where he’d grown up. Standing on the frozen river, you might see smoke rising in the distance. A Yup’ik Eskimo would know it was open water, steaming where it hit the frigid air, but a trick of the light could make you believe otherwise. You might think you see the breath of the devil.


  When Daniel drew the ninth circle of hell, it was a world of planes and angles, a synchronicity of white lines, a land made of ice. It was a place where the greater effort you made to escape, the more deeply entrenched you were.


  Daniel had just put the finishing touches on the devil’s face when he heard a car pull into the driveway. From the window of his office, he watched Detective Bartholemew get out of his Taurus. He had known it was coming to this, hadn’t he? He had known it the minute he’d walked into that parking lot and found Jason Underhill with Trixie.


  Daniel opened up the front door before the detective could knock. “Well,” Bartholemew said. “That’s what I call service.”


  Daniel tried to channel the easy repartee of social intercourse, but it was like he was fresh out of the village again, bombarded by sensations he didn’t understand: colors and sights and speech he’d never seen or heard before. “What can I do for you?” he asked finally.


  “I was wondering if we could talk for a minute,” Bartholemew said.


  No, Daniel thought. But he led the detective inside to the living room and offered him a seat.


  “Where’s the rest of the family?”


  “Laura’s teaching,” Daniel said. “Trixie’s upstairs with a friend.”


  “How’d she take the news about Jason Underhill?”


  Was there a right answer to that question? Daniel found himself replaying possible responses in his head before he balanced them on his tongue. “She was pretty upset. I think she feels partially responsible.”


  “What about you, Mr. Stone?” the detective asked.


  He thought about the conversation he’d had with Laura just that morning. “I wanted him to be punished for what he did,” Daniel said. “But I never wished him dead.”


  The detective stared at him for a long minute. “Is that so?”


  There was a thump overhead; Daniel glanced up. Trixie and Zephyr had been upstairs for about an hour. When Daniel had last checked on them, they were reading magazines and eating Goldfish crackers.


  “Did you see Jason Friday night?” Detective Bartholemew asked.


  “Why?”


  “We’re just trying to piece together the approximate time of the suicide.”


  Daniel’s mind spiraled backward. Had Jason said something to the cops about the incident in the woods? Had the guy who’d driven by the parking lot during their fistfight gotten a good look at Daniel? Had there been other witnesses?


  “No, I didn’t see Jason,” Daniel lied.


  “Huh. I could have sworn I saw you in town.”


  “Maybe you did. I took Trixie to the minimart to get some cheese. We were making a pizza for dinner.”


  “About when was that?”


  The detective pulled a pad and pencil out of his pocket; it momentarily stopped Daniel cold. “Seven,” he said. “Maybe seven-thirty. We just drove to the store and then we left.”


  “What about your wife?”


  “Laura? She was working at the college, and then she came home.”


  Bartholemew made a note on his pad. “So none of you ran into Jason?”


  Daniel shook his head.


  Bartholemew put his pad back into his breast pocket. “Well,” he said, “then that’s that.”


  “Sorry I couldn’t help you,” Daniel answered, standing up.


  The detective stood too. “You must be relieved. Obviously your daughter won’t have to testify as a witness now.”


  Daniel didn’t know how to respond. Just because the rape case wouldn’t proceed didn’t mean that Trixie’s slate would be wiped clean as well. Maybe she wouldn’t testify, but she wouldn’t get back to who she used to be, either.


  Bartholemew headed toward the front door. “It was pretty crazy in town Friday night, with the Winterfest and all,” he said. “Did you get what you wanted?”


  Daniel went still. “I beg your pardon?”


  “The cheese. For your pizza.”


  He forced a smile. “It turned out perfect,” Daniel said.


  •••


  When Zephyr left a little while later, Trixie offered to walk her out. She stood on the driveway, shivering, not having bothered with a coat. The sound of Zephyr’s heels faded, and then Trixie couldn’t even see her anymore. She was about to head back inside when a voice spoke from behind. “It’s good to have someone watching over you, isn’t it?”


  Trixie whirled around to find Detective Bartholemew standing in the front yard. He looked like he was freezing, like he’d been waiting for a while. “You scared me,” she said.


  The detective nodded down the block. “I see you and your friend are on speaking terms again.”


  “Yeah. It’s nice.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “Did you, um, come to talk to my dad?”


  “I already did that. I was sort of hoping to talk to you.”


  Trixie glanced at the window upstairs, glowing yellow, where she knew her father was still working. She wished he was here with her right now. He’d know what to say. And what not to.


  You had to talk to a policeman if he wanted to talk to you, didn’t you? If you said no, he’d immediately know there was something wrong.


  “Okay,” Trixie said, “but could we go inside?”


  It was weird, leading the detective into their mudroom. She felt like he was boring holes in the back of her shirt with his eyes, like he knew something about Trixie she didn’t know about herself yet.


  “How are you feeling?” Detective Bartholemew asked.


  Trixie instinctively pulled her sleeves lower, concealing the fresh cuts she’d made in the shower. “I’m okay.”


  Detective Bartholemew sat down on a teak bench. “What happened to Jason... don’t blame yourself.”


  Tears sprang into her throat, dark and bitter.


  “You know, you remind me a little of my daughter,” the detective said. He smiled at Trixie, then shook his head. “Being here... it didn’t come easy to her, either.”


  Trixie ducked her head. “Can I ask you something?”


  “Sure.”


  She pictured Jason’s ghost: blued by the moon, bloody and distant. “Did it hurt? How he died?”


  “No. It was fast.”


  He was lying—Trixie knew it. She hadn’t realized that a policeman might lie. He didn’t say anything else for such a long time that Trixie looked up at him, and that’s when she realized he was waiting for her to do just that. “Is there something you want to tell me, Trixie? About Friday night?”


  Once, Trixie had been in the car when her father ran over a squirrel. It came out of nowhere, and the instant before impact Trixie had seen the animal look at them with the understanding that there was nowhere left to go. “What about Friday night?”


  “Something happened between your father and Jason, didn’t it.”


  “No.”


  The detective sighed. “Trixie, we already know about the fight.”


  Had her father told him? Trixie glanced up at the ceiling, wishing she were Superman, with X-ray vision, or able to communicate telepathically like Professor Xavier from the X-Men. She wanted to know what her father had said; she wanted to know what she should say. “Jason started it,” she explained, and once she began, the words tumbled out of her. “He grabbed me. My father pulled him away. They fought with each other.”


  “What happened after that?”


  “Jason ran away... and we went home.” She hesitated. “Were we the last people to see him... you know... alive?”


  “That’s what I’m trying to figure out.”


  It was possible that this was why Jason kept coming back to her now. Because if Trixie could still see him, then maybe he wouldn’t be gone. She looked up at Bartholemew. “My father was just protecting me. You know that, right?”


  “Yeah,” the detective said. “Yeah, I do.”


  Trixie waited for him to say something else, but Bartholemew seemed to be in a different place, staring at the bricks on the floor of the mudroom. “Are we... done?”


  Detective Bartholemew nodded. “Yes. Thanks, Trixie. I’ll let myself out.”


  Trixie didn’t know what else there was to say, so she opened the door that led into the house and closed it behind her, leaving the detective alone in the mudroom. She was halfway upstairs when Bartholemew reached for her father’s boot, stamped the sole on an ink pad he’d taken from his pocket, and pressed it firmly onto a piece of blank white paper.


  •••


  The medical examiner called while Bartholemew was waiting for his order at the drive-through window of a Burger King. “Merry Christmas,” Anjali said when he answered his cell phone.


  “You’re about a week early,” Bartholemew said.


  The girl in the window blinked at him. “Ketchupmustardsaltorpepper?”


  “No, thanks.”


  “I haven’t even told you what I’ve got yet,” Anjali said.


  “I hope it’s a big fat evidentiary link to murder.”


  In the window of the drive-through, the girl adjusted her paper hat. “That’s five thirty-three.”


  “Where are you?” Anjali said.


  Bartholemew opened his wallet and took out a twenty. “Clogging my arteries.”


  “We started to clean off the body,” the medical examiner explained. “The dirt on the victim’s hand? Turns out it’s not dirt after all. It’s blood.”


  “So he scraped his hand, trying to hold on?”


  The girl at the counter leaned closer and snapped the bill out of his fingers.


  “I can ABO type a dried stain at the lab, and this was O positive. Jason was B positive.” She let that sink in. “It was blood, Mike, but not Jason Underhill’s.”


  Bartholemew’s mind started to race: If they had the murderer’s blood, they could link a suspect to the crime. It would be easy enough to get a DNA sample from Daniel Stone when he was least expecting it—saliva taken from an envelope he’d sealed or from the rim of a soda can tossed into the trash.


  Stone’s boot print hadn’t been a match, but Bartholemew didn’t see that as any particular deterrent to an arrest. There had been hundreds of folks in town Friday night; the question wasn’t who had walked across the bridge, but who hadn’t. Blood evidence, on the other hand, could be damning. Bartholemew pictured Daniel Stone on the icy bridge, going after Jason Underhill. He imagined Jason trying to hold him off. He thought back to his conversation with Daniel, the Band-Aid covering the knuckles of his right hand.


  “I’m on my way,” Bartholemew told Anjali.


  “Hey,” the Burger King girl said. “What about your food?”


  “I’m not hungry,” he said, pulling out of the pickup line.


  “Don’t you want change?” the girl called.


  All the time, Mike thought, but he didn’t answer.


  •••


  “Daddy,” Trixie asked, as she was elbow-deep in the sink washing dishes, “what were you like as a kid?”


  Her father did not glance up from the kitchen table he was wiping with a sponge. “Nothing like you are,” he said. “Thank God.”


  Trixie knew her father didn’t like to talk about growing up in Alaska, but she was starting to think that she needed to hear about it. She had been under the impression that her dad was of the typical suburban genus and species: the kind of guy who mowed his lawn every Saturday and read the sports section before the others, the type of father who was gentle enough to hold a monarch butterfly between his cupped palms so that Trixie could count the black spots on its wings. But that easygoing man would never have been capable of punching Jason repeatedly, even as Jason was bleeding and begging him to stop. That man had never been so consumed by fury that it twisted his features, made him unfamiliar.


  Trixie decided the answer must be in the part of her father’s life that he never wanted to share. Maybe Daniel Stone had been a whole different person, one who vanished just as Trixie arrived. She wondered if this was true of every parent: if, prior to having children, they all used to be someone else.


  “What do you mean?” she asked. “Why am I so different from you?”


  “It was a compliment. I was a pain in the ass at your age.”


  “How?” Trixie asked.


  She could see him weighing his words for an example he was willing to offer out loud. “Well, for one thing, I ran away a lot.”


  Trixie had run away once, when she was little. She’d walked around the block twice and finally settled in the cool blue shadow beneath a hedgerow in her own backyard. Her father found her there less than an hour later. She expected him to get angry, but instead, he’d crawled underneath the bushes and sat beside her. He plucked a dozen of the red berries he was always telling her never to eat and mashed them in the palm of his hand. Then he’d painted a rose on her cheek and let her draw stripes across his own. He’d stayed there with her until the sun started to go down and then told her if she was still planning on running away, she might want to get a move on—even though they both knew that by that point, Trixie wasn’t going anywhere.


  “When I was twelve,” her father said, “I stole a boat and decided to head down to Quinhagak. There aren’t any roads leading to the tundra—you come and go by plane or boat. It was October, getting really cold, the end of fishing season. The boat motor quit working, and I started drifting into the Bering Sea. I had no food, only a few matches, and a little bit of gas—when all of a sudden I saw land. It was Nunivak Island, and if I missed it, the next stop was Russia.”


  Trixie raised a brow. “You are totally making this up.”


  “Swear to God. I paddled like crazy. And just when I realized I had a shot at reaching shore, I saw the breakers. If I made it to the island, the boat was going to get smashed. I duct-taped the gas tank to myself, so that when the boat busted up, I’d float.”


  This sounded like some extravagant survival flashback Trixie’s father would write for one of his comic book characters—she’d read dozens. All this time, she had assumed they were the products of his imagination. After all, those daring deeds hardly matched the father she’d grown up with. But what if he was the superhero? What if the world her father created daily—full of unbelievable feats and derring-do and harsh survival—wasn’t something he’d dreamed up but someplace he’d actually lived?


  She tried to imagine her father bobbing in the world’s roughest, coldest sea, struggling to make it to shore. She tried to picture that boy and then imagine him fully grown, a few nights ago, pummeling Jason. “What happened?” Trixie asked.


  “A Fish and Game guy who was taking one last look for the year spotted the fire I made after I washed up on the island and rescued me,” her father said. “I ran away one or two times each year after that, but I never managed to get very far. It’s like a black hole: People who go to the Alaskan bush disappear from the face of the earth.”


  “Why did you want to leave so badly?”


  Her father came up to the sink and wrung out the sponge. “There was nothing there for me.”


  “Then you weren’t really running away,” Trixie said. “You were running toward.”


  Her father, though, had stopped listening. He reached over to turn off the water in the sink and grasped her elbows, turning the insides of her arms up to the light.


  She’d forgotten about the Band-Aids, which had peeled off in the soapy water. She’d forgotten to not hike up her sleeves. In addition to the gash at her wrist, which had webbed itself with healing skin, her father could see the new cuts she’d made in the shower, the ones that climbed her forearm like a ladder.


  “Baby,” her father whispered, “what did you do?”


  Trixie’s cheeks burned. The only person who knew about her cutting was Janice the rape counselor, who’d been ordered out of the house by Trixie’s father a week ago. Trixie had been grateful for that one small cosmic favor: With Janice out of the picture, her secret could stay one. “It’s not what you think. I wasn’t trying to kill myself again. It just... it’s just...” She glanced down at the floor. “It’s how I run away.”


  When she finally gathered the courage to look up again, the expression on her father’s face nearly broke her. The monster she’d seen in the parking lot the other night was gone, replaced by the parent she’d trusted her whole life. Ashamed, she tried to pull away from his hold, but he wouldn’t let her. He waited until she tired herself out with her thrashing, the way he used to when she was a toddler. Then he wrapped his arms so tight around Trixie she could barely breathe. That was all it took: She began to cry like she had that morning in the shower, when she had heard about Jason.


  “I’m sorry,” Trixie sobbed into her father’s shirt. “I’m really sorry.”


  They stood together in the kitchen for what felt like hours, with soap bubbles rising around them and dishes as white as bones drying on the wire rack. It was possible, Trixie supposed, that everyone had two faces: Some of us just did a better job of hiding it than others.


  Trixie imagined her father jumping into water so cold it stole his breath. She pictured him watching his boat break to pieces around him. She bet that if he’d been asked—even when he was sitting on that island, soaking wet and freezing—he’d tell you he would have done it all over again.


  Maybe she was more like her father than he thought.


  •••


  The secret recipe for Sorrow Pie had been passed down from Laura’s great-grandmother to her grandmother to her mother, and although she had no actual recollection of the transfer of information to herself, by the time she was eleven she knew the ingredients by heart, knew the careful procedure to make sure the crust didn’t burn and the carrots didn’t dissolve in the broth, and knew exactly how many bites it would take before the heaviness weighing on the diner’s heart disappeared. Laura knew that the shopping list in and of itself was nothing extraordinary: a chicken, four potatoes, leeks more white than green, pearl onions and whipping cream, bay leaves and basil. What made Sorrow Pie a force to be reckoned with was the way you might find the unlikely in any spoonful—a burst of cinnamon mixed with common pepper, lemon peel and vinegar sobering the crust—not to mention the ritual of preparation, which required the cook to back into the cupboard for her ingredients, to cut shortening only with the left hand, and, of course, to season the mixture with a tear of her own.


  Daniel was the one who usually cooked, but when desperate measures were called for, Laura would put on an apron and pull out her great-grandmother’s stoneware pie plate, the one that turned a different color each time it came out of an oven. She had baked Sorrow Pie for dinner the night Daniel got word of his mother’s death—a funeral he would not attend and a woman he had, to Laura’s knowledge, never cried for. She made Sorrow Pie the afternoon Trixie’s parakeet flew into a bathroom mirror and drowned in the toilet. She made it the morning after she’d first slept with Seth.


  Today, when she had gone to the grocery store to gather the ingredients, she found herself standing in the middle of the baking goods aisle with her mind blank. The recipe, which had always been as familiar to her as her own name, had been wiped out of her memory. She could not have said whether cardamom was part of the spice regimen, or if it was coriander. She completely forgot to buy eggs.


  It was no easier when Laura came home and took out a stew pot, only to find herself wondering what on earth she was supposed to put inside it. Frustrated, she made herself sit down at the kitchen table and write what she remembered of the recipe, aware that there were huge gaps and missing ingredients. Her mother, who’d died when Laura was twenty-two, had told her that writing the recipe down was a good way to have it stolen; Laura hated to think that this magic would end with her own carelessness.


  It was while she was staring at the blanks on the page that Trixie came downstairs. “What are you making?” she asked, surveying the hodgepodge of ingredients on the kitchen counter.


  “Sorrow Pie,” Laura answered.


  Trixie frowned. “You’re missing the vinegar. And the carrots. And half the spices.” She backed into the pantry and began to pull jars. “Not to mention the chicken.”


  The chicken. How had Laura forgotten that?


  Trixie took a mixing bowl out and began to measure the flour and baking powder for the crust. “You don’t have Alzheimer’s, do you?”


  Laura couldn’t remember ever teaching her daughter the way to make Sorrow Pie, yet here Trixie was passing the whisk to her left hand and closing her eyes as she poured the milk. Laura got up from the kitchen table and started peeling the pearl onions she’d bought, only to forget why she’d begun when she was halfway through.


  She was too busy recalling the look on Daniel’s face when he’d finished his first serving, after hearing of his mother’s death. How the deep vertical lines between his eyes smoothed clear, how his hands stopped shaking. She was thinking of how many helpings this family would need to come close to approximating normal. She was wondering how her mother never thought it important enough to tell her that missing a step might have grave consequences, not only for the person dining but also for the chef.


  The phone rang when they had just finished putting the top crust on the pie and painting their initials across it in vanilla. “It’s Zeph,” Trixie told Laura. “Can you hang up while I go upstairs?”


  She handed Laura the phone, and moments later, Laura heard her pick up an extension. As tempted as Laura was to listen, she hung up. When she turned around, she noticed the pie, ready and waiting to be baked.


  It was as if it had been dropped down onto the counter from above. “Well,” she said out loud, and she shrugged. She lifted it up to slide it into the oven.


  An hour later, when the pie was cooling, Laura hovered in front of it. She had intended this to be supper but found herself digging for a fork. What was just a taste became a bite; what started as a bite turned into a mouthful. She stuffed her cheeks; she burned her tongue. She ate until there were no crumbs left in the baking dish, until every last carrot and clove and butter bean had disappeared. And still she was hungry.


  Until that moment, she’d forgotten this about Sorrow Pie, too: No matter how much you consumed, you would not have your fill.


  •••


  When Venice Prudhomme saw Bartholemew walking into her lab, she told him no before he’d even asked his question. Whatever he wanted, she couldn’t do it. She’d rushed the date rape drug test for him, and that was difficult enough, but the lab was in transition, moving from an eight-locus DNA system to a sixteen-locus system, and their usual backlog had grown to enormous proportions.


  Just hear me out, he’d said, and he started begging.


  Venice had listened, arms crossed. I thought this was a rape case.


  It was. Until the rapist died, and suicide didn’t check out.


  What makes you think you’ve got the right perp?


  It’s the rape victim’s father, Bartholemew had said. If your kid was raped, what would you want to do to the guy who did it?


  In the end, Venice still said no. It would take a while for her to do a full DNA test, even one that she put at the top of the pile. But something in his desperation must have struck her, because she told him that she could at least give him a head start. She’d been part of the validation team for a portion of the sixteen-locus system and still had some leftovers from her kit. The DNA extraction process was the same; she’d be able to use that sample to run the other loci once the lab came up for some air.


  Bartholemew fell asleep waiting for her to complete the test. At four in the morning, Venice knelt beside him and shook him awake. “You want the good news or the bad news?”


  He sighed. “Good.”


  “I got your results.”


  That was excellent news. The medical examiner had already told Bartholemew that the dirt and river silt on the victim’s hand might have contaminated the blood to the point where DNA testing was impossible due to dropout. “What’s the bad news?”


  “You’ve got the wrong suspect.”


  Mike stared at her. “How can you tell? I haven’t even given you a control sample from Daniel Stone yet.”


  “Maybe the kid who got raped wanted revenge even more than her dad did.” Venice pushed the results toward him. “I did an amelogenin test—it’s the one we run on nuclear DNA to determine gender. And the guy who left your drop of blood behind?” Venice glanced up. “He’s a girl.”


  •••


  Zephyr gave Trixie the details. The service was at two o’clock at the Bethel Methodist Church, followed by an interment ceremony at the Westwind Cemetery. She said that school was closing early, that’s how many people were planning on attending. The six juniors on the hockey team had been asked to serve as pallbearers. In memoriam, three senior girls had dyed their hair black.


  Trixie’s plan was simple: She was going to sleep through Jason’s funeral, even if she had to swallow a whole bottle of NyQuil to do it. She pulled the shades in her room, creating an artificial night, and crawled under her covers—only to have them yanked down a moment later.


  You don’t think I’m going to let you off the hook, do you?


  She knew he was standing there before she even opened her eyes. Jason leaned against her dresser, one elbow already morphing through the wood. His eyes had faded almost entirely; all Trixie could see were holes as deep as the sky.


  “The whole town’s going,” Trixie whispered. “You won’t notice if I’m not there.”


  Jason sat down on top of the covers. What about you, Trix? Will you notice when I’m not here?


  She turned onto her side, willing him to go away. But instead she felt him curl up behind her, spooning, his words falling over her ear like frost. If you don’t come, he whispered, how will you know I’m really gone?


  She felt him disappear a little while after that, taking all the extra air in the room. Finally, gasping, Trixie got out of bed and threw open the three windows in her bedroom. It was twenty degrees outside, and the wind whipped at the curtains. She stood in front of one window and watched people in dark suits and black dresses exit their houses, their cars being drawn like magnets past Trixie’s house.


  Trixie peeled off her clothes and stood shivering in her closet. What was the right outfit to wear to the funeral of the only boy you’d ever loved? Sackcloth and ashes, a ring of thorns, regret? What she needed was an invisibility cloak, like the kind her father sometimes drew for his comic book heroes, something sheer that would keep everyone from pointing fingers and whispering that this was all her fault.


  The only dress Trixie owned in a dark color had short sleeves, so she picked out a pair of black pants and paired it with a navy cardigan. She’d have to wear boots anyway, because of all the snow, and they’d look stupid with a skirt. She didn’t know if she could do this—stand at Jason’s grave while people passed his name around like a box of sweets—but she did know that if she stayed in her room during this funeral, as she’d planned to, it would all come back to haunt her.


  She glanced around her room again, checking the top of the dresser and under the bed and in her desk drawers for something she knew was missing, but in the end, she had to leave without her courage or risk being late.


  During her studies of rebellion, Trixie had learned which floor-boards in the hallway screamed like traitors and which ones would keep a secret. The trickiest one was right in front of her father’s office door—she sometimes wondered if he’d had the builder do that on purpose, thinking ahead. To get past him without making any noise, Trixie had to edge along the inside wall of the house, then slide in a diagonal and hope she didn’t crash into the banister. From there, it was just a matter of avoiding the third and seventh stairs, and she was home free. She could take the bus that stopped three blocks away from her house, ride it downtown, and then walk to the church.


  Her father’s office door was closed. Trixie took a deep breath, crept, slid, and hopped her way silently down the stairs. The floor of the mudroom looked like the scene of a dismemberment: a mess of scattered boots and discarded jackets and tossed gloves. Trixie pulled what she needed from the pile, wrapped a scarf around the lower half of her face, and gingerly opened the door.


  Her father was sitting in his truck with the motor running, as if he’d been waiting for her all along. As soon as he saw her exiting the house, he unrolled the power window. “Hop in.”


  Trixie approached the truck and peered inside. “Where are you going?”


  Her father reached over and opened the door for her. “Same place you are.” As he twisted in his seat to back out of the driveway, Trixie could see the collared shirt and tie he was wearing under his winter jacket.


  They drove in silence for two blocks. Then, finally, she asked, “How come you want to go?”


  “I don’t.”


  Trixie watched the swirling snow run away from their tires to settle in the safe center of the divided highway. Dots between painted dashes, they spelled out in Morse code the unspoken rest of her father’s sentence: But you do.


  •••


  Laura sat in the student center, wishing she was even an eighth as smart as the advice ladies who wrote “Annie’s Mailbox.” They knew all the answers, it seemed, without even trying.


  In the days after Jason’s death, she’d become addicted to the column, craving it as much as her morning cup of coffee. My daughter-in-law started her marriage as a size four, and now she’s plus plus plus. She’s a wonderful person, but her health is a concern for me. I’ve given her books and exercise videos, but none of it helps. What can I do?—Skinny in Savannah


  My 14-year-old son has started replacing his boxer shorts with silky thong underwear he found in a catalog. Is this a style that hasn’t hit my hometown yet, or should I be worried about cross-dressing? —Nervous in Nevada


  On her deathbed, my great-aunt just confided a secret to me—that my mother was born as the result of an extramarital affair. Do I tell my mother I know the truth? —Confused in California


  Laura’s obsession grew in part from the fact that she was not the only one walking around with questions. Some of the letters were frivolous, some cut through her heart. All of them hinted at a universal truth: At any crossroads in life, half of us are destined to take a wrong turn.


  She opened the newspaper to the right page, skimming past the Marmaduke cartoon and the crossword puzzle to find the advice column, and nearly spilled her cup of coffee. I’ve been having an affair. It’s over, and I’m sorry it ever happened. I want to tell my husband so that I can start fresh. Should I? —Repentant in Rochester


  Laura had to remind herself to breathe.


  We can’t say this enough, the advice columnists answered. What people don’t know can’t hurt them. You’ve already done your spouse a great disservice. Do you really think it’s fair to cause him pain, just so you can clear your conscience? Be a big girl, they wrote. Actions have consequences.


  Her heart was pounding so hard she looked up, certain that everyone in the room would be staring.


  She had been careful not to ask herself the question she should have: If Trixie hadn’t gotten raped, if Daniel hadn’t called her office the night she’d been breaking off her affair with Seth—would she ever have confessed? Would she have kept it to herself, a stone in her soul, a cancer clouding her memory?


  What people don’t know can’t hurt them.


  The problem with coming clean was that you thought you were clearing the slate, starting over, but it never quite worked that way. You didn’t erase what you’d done. As Laura knew now, the stain would still be there, every time he looked at you, before he remembered to hide the disappointment in his eyes.


  Laura thought of what she had not told Daniel, the things he had not told her. The best decisions in a marriage were based not on honesty but on the number of casualties that the truth might cause, versus the number saved by ignorance.


  With great care, she folded the edge of the newspaper and ripped it gently along the crease. She did this until the advice column had been entirely cut out. Then she folded the article and slipped it under the strap of her bra. The ink smudged on Laura’s fingers, the way it sometimes did when she read the paper. She imagined a tattoo that might go through flesh and bone and blood to reach her heart—a warning, a reminder not to make the same mistake.


  •••


  “Ready?” Daniel asked.


  Trixie had been sitting in the truck for five minutes, watching townspeople crowd into the tiny Methodist church. The principal had gone in, as well as the town manager and the selectmen. Two local television stations were broadcasting from the steps of the church, with anchors Daniel recognized from the evening news. “Yes,” Trixie said, but she made no move to get out of the truck.


  Daniel pulled the keys out of the ignition and got out of the truck. He walked around to the passenger door and opened it, unbuckling Trixie’s seat belt just like he used to when she was a baby. He held her hand as she stepped out, into the shock of the cold.


  They took three steps. “Daddy,” she said, stopping, “what if I can’t do this?”


  Her hesitation made him want to carry her back to the truck, hide her so securely that no one would ever hurt her again. But—as he’d learned the hard way—that wasn’t possible.


  He slid an arm around her waist. “Then I’ll do it for you,” he said, and he guided her up the steps of the church, past the shocked wide eyes of the television cameras, through an obstacle course of hissed whispers, to the place where she needed to be.


  •••


  For a single moment, the focus of everyone in the church swung from the boy in the lily-draped coffin to the girl walking through the double doors. Outside, left alone, Mike Bartholemew emerged from behind a potbellied oak and crouched beside the trail of boot prints that Daniel and Trixie Stone had left in the snow. He lay a ruler down beside the best print of the smaller track and took a camera from his pocket for a few snapshots. Then he sprayed the print with aerosol wax and let the red skin dry on the snow before he spread dental stone to make a cast.


  By the time the mourners adjourned to their cars to caravan to the cemetery for the interment service, Bartholemew was headed back to the police department, hoping to match Trixie Stone’s boot to the mystery print left in the snow on the bridge where Jason Underhill had died.


  •••


  “Blessed are those who mourn,” said the minister, “for they will be comforted.”


  Trixie pressed herself more firmly against the back wall of the church. From here, she was completely blocked by the rest of the people who’d come for Jason’s memorial service. She didn’t have to stare at the gleaming coffin. She didn’t have to see Mrs. Underhill, slumped against her husband.


  “Friends, we gather here to comfort and support each other in this time of loss... but most of all we come here to remember and celebrate the mortal life of Jason Adam Underhill and his blessed future at the side of our Lord Jesus Christ.”


  The minister’s words were punctuated by the tight coughs of men who’d promised themselves they wouldn’t cry and the quicksilver hiccups of the women who’d known better than to make a promise they couldn’t keep.


  “Jason was one of those golden boys that the sun seemed to follow. Today, we remember him for the way he could make us laugh with a joke and the devotion he applied to everything he did. We remember him as a loving son and grandson, a caring cousin, a steadfast friend. We remember him as a gifted athlete and a diligent student. But most of all we remember him because Jason, in the short time we had with him, managed to touch each and every one of us.”


  The first time Jason touched Trixie, they were in his car, and he was illegally teaching her how to drive. You have to let up on the clutch while you shift, he explained, as she’d jerked the little Toyota around an empty parking lot. Maybe I should just wait until I’m sixteen, Trixie had said when she’d stalled for the bazillionth time. Jason had laced his fingers between hers on the stick shift, guiding her through the motions, until all she could think about was the temperature of his hand heating hers. Then Jason had grinned at her. Why wait?


  The minister’s voice grew like a vine. “In Lamentations 3, we hear these words: My soul is bereft of peace; I have forgotten what happiness is; so I say, ‘Gone is my glory, and all that I had hoped for from the Lord.’ We, whom Jason left behind, must wonder if these were the thoughts that weighed heavy on his heart, that led him to believe there was no other way out.”


  Trixie closed her eyes. She had lost her virginity in a field of lupine behind the ice rink, where the Zamboni shavings were dumped, an artificial winter smack in the middle of the September flowers. Jason had borrowed the key from the rinkmaster and taken her skating after the rink was closed for the day. He’d laced up her skates and told her to close her eyes. Then he’d reached for her hands, skating backward so fast she felt like she was falling to earth. We’re writing in cursive, he told her as he pulled in a straight line. Can you read it? Then he looped the breadth of the rink, skated a circle, a right angle, a tinier loop, finishing with a curl. I LOVE O? Trixie had recited, and Jason had laughed. Close enough, he’d said. Later, in that field, with the pile of snow hiding them from sight, Jason had again been moving at lightning speed, and Trixie could not quite keep up. When he pushed inside her, she turned her head to watch the lupine tremble on their shivering stems, so that he wouldn’t realize he’d hurt her.


  “In the past few days, you who are Jason’s family and friends have been struggling with the questions that surround his death. You are feeling a fraction of the pain, maybe, that Jason felt in those last, dark hours. You might be reliving the last time you spoke to him. You might be wondering, Is there anything I should have said or done that I didn’t? That might have made a difference?”


  Trixie suddenly saw Jason holding her down on Zephyr’s white living room carpet. If she’d been brave enough to peek that night, would she have seen the bruises blooming on his jaw, the smile rotting off his face?


  “Into your hands, O Savior, we commend your servant Jason Underhill. We pray for you to recognize this child of yours...”


  His breath fell onto her lips, but he tasted of worms. His fingers bit so hard into her wrists that she looked down and saw only his bones, as the flesh peeled away from him.


  “Receive him into your never-ending mercy. Grant him everlasting peace, and eternal life in your light.”


  Trixie tried to swim back to the minister’s words. She craved light, too, but all she could see were the black and blue stripes of the nights when Jason came to haunt her. Or maybe she was seeing the nights when she had gone to him willingly. It was all mixed up now. She couldn’t separate the real Jason from the ghost; she couldn’t untangle what she’d wanted from what she didn’t.


  Maybe it had always been like that.


  The scream started so deep inside of her that she thought it was just a resonance, like a tuning fork that could not stop trembling. Trixie didn’t realize that the sound spilled through her seams, over-flowing, bearing Jason’s coffin like a tide and sweeping it off its stanchions. She didn’t know that she’d fallen to her knees, and that every single eye in the congregation was on her, as it had been before the service began. And she didn’t trust herself to believe that the savior the minister had been summoning had reached through the very roof of the church and carried her outside where she could breathe again—not until she found the courage to open her eyes and found herself safe and away, cradled in her father’s arms.


  •••


  Trixie’s boot prints matched. Unfortunately, they were Sorels, which accounted for a large portion of all winter footwear sold in the state of Maine. They had no telltale crack of the sole, or a tack stuck into the rubber, to prove without any considerable doubt that it was Trixie’s particular boot that had been on that bridge the night Jason Underhill had died, as opposed to anyone else who wore a size seven and happened to favor the same footwear.


  As a rape victim, she had the motive to be a suspect. But a boot print alone—one that hundreds of townspeople shared—wouldn’t be enough probable cause to convince a judge to swear out a warrant for Trixie’s arrest.


  “Ernie, get out of there,” Bartholemew said, scolding the potbellied pig he’d brought out for a walk. To be perfectly honest, it wasn’t wholly professional to bring a pig to a crime scene, but he’d been working round the clock and couldn’t leave Ernestine at home alone any longer. He figured as long as he kept her away from the area that had been cordoned off by the techs, it was all right.


  “Not near the water,” Bartholemew called. The pig glanced at him and scooted down the riverbank. “Fine,” he said. “Go drown. See if I care.”


  But all the same, Bartholemew leaned over the railing of the bridge to watch the pig walk along the edge of the river. The spot where Jason’s body had broken the ice was frozen again, more translucent than the rest. A fluorescent orange flag stapled to a stake marked the northern edge of the crime scene.


  Laura Stone’s alibi had checked out: Phone records put her at the college, and then back at her residence. But several witnesses had noticed both Daniel and Trixie Stone at the Winterfest. One driver had even seen them both, in a parking lot, with Jason Underhill.


  Trixie could have murdered Jason, in spite of the size difference between them. Jason had been drunk, and a well-placed shove might have tumbled him over the bridge. It wouldn’t account for Jason’s bruised and fractured face, but Bartholemew didn’t hold Trixie responsible for that. Most likely, it had gone down this way: Jason saw Trixie in town and started to talk to her, but Daniel Stone stumbled onto their encounter. He beat the guy to a pulp, Jason ran off, and Trixie followed him to the bridge.


  Bartholemew had believed, initially, that Daniel had lied about not seeing Jason in town that night, and that Trixie had told him about the fight to cover for her father. But what if it had been the other way around? What if Trixie had told the truth, and Daniel—knowing that his daughter had been in contact with Jason already that night—had lied to protect her?


  Suddenly Ernestine began to root, her snout burrowing. God only knew what she’d found—the most she’d ever turned up was a dead mouse that had crawled under the foundation of his garage. He watched with mild interest as she created a pile of dirty snow behind her.


  Then something winked at him.


  Bartholemew slid down the steep grade of the riverbank, slipped on a plastic glove from his pocket, and pulled a man’s wristwatch out of the snow behind Ernestine.


  It was an Eddie Bauer watch with a royal blue face and a woven canvas band. The buckle was missing. Bartholemew squinted up at the bridge, trying to imagine the trajectory and the distance from there to here. Could Jason’s arm have struck the railing and snapped the buckle? The medical examiner had found splinters in the boy’s fingers—had he lost his watch while he was desperately trying to hang on?


  He took out his cell phone and dialed the medical examiner’s number. “It’s Bartholemew,” he said when Anjali answered. “Did Jason Underhill wear a watch?”


  “He wasn’t brought in wearing one.”


  “I just found one at the crime scene. Is there any way to tell if it’s his?”


  “Hang on.” Bartholemew heard her rummage through papers. “I’ve got the autopsy photos here. On the left wrist, there’s a band of skin that’s a bit lighter than the rest of his arm’s skin tone. Why don’t you see if the parents recognize it?”


  “That’s my next stop,” Bartholemew said. “Thanks.” As he hung up and started to slide the watch into a plastic evidence bag, he noticed something he hadn’t seen at first—a hair had gotten caught around the little knob used to set the time.


  It was about an inch long, and coarse. There seemed to be a root attached, as if it had been yanked out.


  Mike thought of Jason’s all-American good looks, of his dark hair and blue eyes. He held the watch up against the white canvas of his own dress shirt sleeve for comparison. In such stark relief, the hair was as red as a sunset, as red as shame, as red as any other hair on Trixie Stone’s head.


  •••


  “Twice in one week?” Daniel said, opening the door to find Detective Bartholemew standing on the porch again. “I must have won the lottery.”


  Daniel was still wearing his button-down shirt from the funeral, although he’d stripped off the tie and left it noosed around one of the kitchen chairs. He could feel the detective surveying the house over his right shoulder.


  “You got a minute, Mr. Stone?” Bartholemew asked. “And actually... is Trixie here? It would be great if she could sit down with us.”


  “She’s asleep,” Daniel said. “We went to Jason’s funeral, and she got pretty upset there. When we got home, she went straight to bed.”


  “What about your wife?”


  “She’s at the college. Guess I’m it for right now.”


  He led Bartholemew into the living room and sat across from him. “I wouldn’t have expected you to attend Jason Underhill’s funeral,” the detective said.


  “It was Trixie’s idea. I think she was looking for closure.”


  “You said she got upset during the service?”


  “I think it was too much for her, emotionally.” Daniel hesitated. “You didn’t come here to ask about this, did you?”


  The detective shook his head. “Mr. Stone, on the night of the Winterfest, you said you never ran into Jason. But Trixie told me that you and Jason had a fistfight.”


  Daniel felt the blood drain from his face. When had Bartholemew talked to Trixie?


  “Am I supposed to assume that your daughter was lying?”


  “No, I was,” Daniel said. “I was afraid you’d charge me with assault.”


  “Trixie also told me that Jason ran off.”


  “That’s right.”


  “Did she follow him, Mr. Stone?”


  Daniel blinked. “What?”


  “Did she follow Jason Underhill to the bridge?”


  He pictured the light of the turning car washing over them, and the minute Jason wrenched away. He heard himself calling for Trixie and realizing she wasn’t there. “Of course not,” he said.


  “That’s interesting. Because I’ve got boot prints, and blood, and hair that puts her at the crime scene.”


  “What crime scene?” Daniel said. “Jason Underhill committed suicide.”


  The detective just lifted his gaze. Daniel thought of the hour he’d spent searching for Trixie after she’d run away. He remembered the cuts he’d seen on Trixie’s arms the day she was washing the dishes, scratches he’d assumed had been made by her own hand, and not someone else’s, trying desperately to hold on.


  Daniel had bequeathed Trixie his dimples, his long fingers, his photographic memory. But what about the other markers of heredity? Could a parent pass along the gene for revenge, for rage, for escape? Could a trait he’d buried so long ago resurface where he least expected it: in his daughter?


  “I’d really like to speak to Trixie,” Bartholemew said.


  “She didn’t kill Jason.”


  “Terrific,” the detective replied. “Then she won’t mind giving us a blood sample to compare with the physical evidence, so that we can rule her out.” He clasped his hands together between his knees. “Why don’t you see if she’s about ready to wake up?”


  •••


  Although Daniel knew life didn’t work this way, he truly believed that he had the chance to save his daughter the way he hadn’t been able to save her the night she was raped, as if there were some running cosmic tally of victory and defeat. He could get a lawyer. He could spirit her away to Fiji or Guadalcanal or somewhere they’d never be found. He could do whatever was necessary; he just needed to formulate a plan.


  The first step was to talk to her before the detective did.


  After convincing Bartholemew to wait in the living room—Trixie was, after all, still scared of her own shadow half the time—Daniel headed upstairs. He was shaking, terrified with what he would say to Trixie, even more terrified to hear her response. With every step up the stairs, he thought of escape routes: the attic, his bedroom balcony. Sheets knotted together and tossed out a window.


  Daniel decided he’d ask her point-blank, when she was too wrapped in the silver veil of sleep to dissemble. Depending on her answer, he’d either take her down to Bartholemew to prove the detective wrong, or he’d carry Trixie to the far ends of the earth himself.


  The door to Trixie’s room was still closed; with his ear pressed against it, Daniel heard nothing but silence.


  After they had come home from the funeral, Daniel had sat on Trixie’s bed with her curled in his lap, the way he had once held her during bouts of stomach flu, rubbing her belly or her back until she slipped over the fine line of sleep. Now he turned the knob slowly, hoping to wake Trixie up by degrees.


  The first thing Daniel noticed was how cold it was. The second was the window, wide open.


  The room looked like the aftermath of a tropical storm. Clothes lay trampled on the floor. Sheets were balled at the foot of the bed. Makeup, looseleaf papers, and magazines had been dumped—the contents of a missing knapsack. Her toothbrush and hairbrush were gone. And the little clay jar where Trixie kept her cash was empty.


  Had Trixie heard the detective downstairs? Had she left before Bartholemew even arrived? She was only a teenager; how far could she get?


  Daniel moved to the window and traced the zigzag track of her flight on the snow from her room to the sloped roof, to the maple tree’s outstretched arm, across the lawn to bare pavement, at which point she simply disappeared. He thought of her words to him, a day before, when he’d seen the cuts on her arm: It’s how I run away.


  Frantic, he stared at the icy roof. She could have killed herself.


  And on the heels of that thought: She still might.


  What if Trixie managed to get someplace where, when she tried to swallow pills or cut her wrists or sleep in a cloud of carbon monoxide, nobody stopped her?


  A person was never who you thought he was. It was true for him; maybe it was true for Trixie too. Maybe—in spite of what he wanted to believe, in spite of what he hoped—she had killed Jason.


  What if Daniel wasn’t the first one to find her?


  What if he was?
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  It was late enough in December that all the radio stations played only Christmas carols. Trixie’s hiding place was directly over the driver’s seat, in the little jut of the box truck that sat over the cab. She had seen the truck at the dairy farm just past the high school athletic fields. With the doors wide open and no one around, she had climbed inside and hidden in that upper nook, drawing hay over herself for camouflage.


  They’d loaded two calves into the truck—not down in the bottom, like Trixie had figured, but nearly on top of her in the narrow space where she was curled. This way, she supposed, they wouldn’t stand up during the trip. Once they’d started under way, Trixie had poked her head out from the straw and looked at one calf. It had eyes as large as planets, and when she held out her finger, the calf sucked hard on it.


  At the next stop, another farm not ten minutes down the road, an enormous Holstein limped up the ramp into the back of the truck. It stared right at Trixie and mooed. “Damn shame,” the trucker said, as the farmer shoved the cow from behind.


  “Ayuh, she went down on some ice,” he said. “In you go, now.” Then the door swung shut and everything went black.


  She didn’t know where they were headed and didn’t particularly care. Prior to this, the farthest Trixie had ever been by herself was the Mall of Maine. She wondered if her father was looking for her yet. She wished she could phone him and tell him she was all right—but under the circumstances, she couldn’t call. She might never.


  She lay down on one calf’s smooth side. It smelled of grass and grain and daylight, and with every breath, she felt herself rising and falling. She wondered why the cows were in transit. Maybe they were going to a new farm for Christmas. Or to be part of a Nativity play. She pictured the doors swinging open and farmhands in crisp overalls coming to lift down the calves. They would find Trixie and would give her fresh milk and homemade ice cream and they wouldn’t even think to ask her how she’d wound up in the back of a livestock truck.


  In a way, it was a mystery to Trixie, too. She had seen the detective at Jason’s funeral, although he thought he’d been hiding. And then, when everyone thought she was asleep, she’d stood on the balcony and heard what he’d said to her father.


  Enough to know that she had to get out of there.


  She was, in a way, a little proud of herself. Who knew that she’d be able to run away without a car, with only two hundred bucks in her pocket? She’d never considered herself to be the kind of person who was cool in the face of crisis—and yet, you never knew what you were capable of until you arrived at that given moment. Life was just a whole string of spots where you continued to surprise yourself.


  She must have fallen asleep for a while, sandwiched between the knobby knees and globe bellies of the two calves, but when the truck stopped again they struggled to stand—impossible in that cramped space. Below them, the cow began to bellow, one low note that ricocheted. There was the sound of a seal being breached, a mighty creak, and then the doors to the back of the truck swung open.


  Trixie blinked into the light and saw what she hadn’t earlier: The cow had a lesion on her right foreleg, one that made it buckle beneath her. The Holstein calves on either side of her were males, no good for producing milk. She peered out the double doors and squinted so that she could read the sign at the end of the driveway: LaRue and Sons Beef, Berlin, NH.


  This was not a petting zoo or Old MacDonald’s Farm, as Trixie had imagined. This was a slaughterhouse.


  She scrambled down from her ledge, startling the animals—not to mention the truck driver who was unhooking the tether of the cow—and took off like a shot down the long gravel driveway. Trixie ran until her lungs were on fire, until she had reached what passed for a town, with a Burger King and a gas station. The Burger King made her think of the calves, which made her think that she was going to be a vegetarian, if she ever got through the other side of this nightmare.


  Suddenly, there was a siren. Trixie went still as stone, her eyes trained on the circling blue lights of the advancing police cruiser.


  The car went screaming past her, on to someone else’s emergency.


  Wiping her hand across her mouth, Trixie took a deep breath and started to walk.


  •••


  “She’s gone,” Daniel Stone said, frantic.


  Bartholemew’s eyes narrowed. “Gone?”


  He followed Stone upstairs and stood in the doorway of Trixie’s room, which looked as if a bomb had cut a swath through its middle. “I don’t know where she is,” Stone said, his voice breaking. “I don’t know when she left.”


  It took Bartholemew less than a second to determine that this wasn’t a lie. In the first place, Stone had been out of his sight for less than a minute, hardly long enough to tip off his daughter that she was under suspicion. In the second place, Daniel Stone seemed just as surprised as Bartholemew was to find Trixie missing, and he was skating the knife edge of panic.


  For only a heartbeat, Bartholemew let himself wonder why a teenage girl who had nothing to hide would suddenly disappear. But in the next breath, he remembered what it felt like to discover that your daughter was not where you’d thought she was, and he switched gears. “When did you last see her?”


  “Before she went to take a nap... about three-thirty?”


  The detective took a notepad out of his pocket. “What was she wearing?”


  “I’m not sure. She probably changed after the funeral.”


  “Have you got a recent photo?”


  Bartholemew followed Stone downstairs again, watching him run a finger along the vertebrae of books on a living room shelf, finally pulling down an eighth-grade yearbook from Bethel Middle School. He turned pages until they fell open to the S’s. A folio of snapshots—a 5-by-7 and some wallet-sized—spilled out. “We never got around to framing them,” Stone murmured.


  In the photographs, Trixie’s smiling face repeated like an Andy Warhol print. The girl in the picture had long red hair held back with clips. Her smile was just a little too wide, and a tooth in front was crooked. The girl in that picture had never been raped. Maybe she had never even been kissed.


  Bartholemew had to pry the pictures of Trixie from her father’s hand. Both men were painfully aware that Stone was struggling not to break down. The tears you shed over a child were not the same as any others. They burned your throat and your corneas. They left you blind.


  Daniel Stone stared at him. “She didn’t do anything wrong.”


  “Sit tight,” Bartholemew replied, aware that it was not an answer. “I’ll find her.”


  •••


  The last lecture Laura gave before Christmas vacation was about the half-life of transgression. “Are there any sins Dante left out?” Laura asked. “Or any really bad modern-day behaviors that weren’t around in the year 1300?”


  One girl nodded. “Drug addiction. There’s, like, no bolgia for crackheads.”


  “It’s the same as gluttony,” a second student said. “Addiction’s addiction. It doesn’t matter what the substance is.”


  “Cannibalism?”


  “Nope, Dante’s got that in there,” Laura said. “Count Uggolino. He lumps it in with bestiality.”


  “Driving to endanger?”


  “Filippo drives his horses recklessly. Early Italian road rage.” Laura glanced around the silent hall. “Maybe the question we need to ask isn’t whether there’s any fresh twenty-first-century sin... but whether the people who define sin have changed, because of the times.”


  “Well, the world’s completely different,” a student pointed out.


  “Sure, but look at how it’s still the same. Avarice, cowardice, depravity, a need to control other people—these have all been around forever. Maybe nowadays a pedophile will start a kiddie-porn site instead of flashing in the subway tunnels, or a murderer will choose to use an electric chain saw to kill, instead of his bare hands... Technology helps us be more creative in the way we sin, but it doesn’t mean that the basic sin is different.”


  A boy shook his head. “Seems like there ought to be a whole different circle for someone like Jeffrey Dahmer, you know?”


  “Or the people who come up with reality TV shows,” someone else interjected, and the class laughed.


  “It’s sort of interesting,” Laura said, “to think that Dante wouldn’t have put Jeffrey Dahmer as deep in hell as he would Macbeth. Why is that?”


  “Because the skivviest thing you can do is be disloyal to someone. Macbeth killed his own king, man. That would be like Eminem taking down Dr. Dre.”


  The student was, at a literal level, correct. In the Inferno, sins of passion and despair weren’t nearly as damning as sins of treachery. Sinners in the upper circles of hell were guilty of indulging their own appetites, but without malice toward others. Sinners in the middle levels of hell had committed acts of violence toward themselves or others. The deepest level of hell, though, was reserved for fraud—what Dante felt was the worst sin of all. There was betrayal to family—those who killed kin. There was betrayal to country—for the double agents and spies of the world. There was betrayal to benefactor—Judas, Brutus, Cassius, and Lucifer, all of whom had turned against their mentors.


  “Does Dante’s hierarchy still work?” Laura asked. “Or do you think that in our world, the order of the damned should be shaken up?”


  “I think it’s worse to keep someone’s head in your freezer than to sell national security secrets to the Chinese,” a girl said, “but that’s just me.”


  Another student shook her head. “I don’t get why being unfaithful to your king is worse than being unfaithful to your husband. If you have an affair, you wind up only in the second level of hell. That’s, like, getting off easy.”


  “Nice choice of words,” the kid beside her joked.


  “It’s about intention,” a student added. “Like manslaughter versus murder. It’s almost as if you do something in the heat of the moment, Dante excuses you. But if you’ve got this whole premeditated scheme going on, you’re in deep trouble.”


  In that moment, although she’d been a professor for this particular course—even this particular class topic—for a decade, Laura realized that there was a sin that Dante had left out, one that belonged in the very deepest pit of hell. If the worst sin of all was betraying others, then what about people who lied to themselves?


  There should have been a tenth circle, a tiny spot the size of the head of a pin, with room for infinite masses. It would be overcrowded with professors who hid in ivy-covered towers instead of facing their broken families. With little girls who had grown up overnight. With husbands who didn’t speak of their past but instead poured it out onto a blank white page. With women who pretended they could be the wife of one and the lover of another and keep the two selves distinct. With anyone who told himself he was living the perfect life, despite all evidence to the contrary.


  A voice swam toward her. “Professor Stone? Are you okay?”


  Laura focused on the girl in the front row who’d asked the question. “No,” she said quietly. “I’m not. You can all... you can all go home a little early for vacation.”


  As the students disbanded, delighted with this windfall, Laura gathered her briefcase and her coat. She walked to the parking lot, got into her car, and began to drive.


  The women who wrote “Annie’s Mailbox” were wrong, Laura realized. Just because you didn’t speak the facts out loud didn’t erase their existence. Silence was just a quieter way to lie.


  She knew where she was headed, but before she got there, her cell phone rang. “It’s Trixie,” Daniel said, and suddenly what he had to say was far more important than what she did.


  •••


  Santa’s Village in Jefferson, New Hampshire, was full of lies. There were transplanted reindeer languishing in a fake barn and phony elves hammering in a workshop and a counterfeit Santa sitting on a throne with a bazillion kids lined up to tell him what they wanted on the big day. There were parents pretending this was totally real, even the animatronic Rudolph. And then there was Trixie herself, trying to act like she was normal, when in fact she was the biggest liar of all.


  Trixie watched a little girl climb onto Fake Santa’s lap and pull his beard so hard that it ripped off. You’d think that a kid, even one so young, would get suspicious, but it never worked that way. People believed what they wanted to believe, no matter what was in front of their eyes.


  That’s why she was here, wasn’t it?


  As a kid, of course, Trixie had believed in Santa. For years, Zephyr—who was half Jewish and fully practical—pointed out the discrepancies to Trixie: How could Santa be in both Filene’s and the BonTon at the same time? If he really was Santa, shouldn’t he know what she wanted without having to ask? Trixie wished she could round up the kids in this building and save them, like Holden Caulfield in the last book she’d read for English. Reality check, she would say. Santa’s a phony. Your parents lied to you.


  And, she might add, they’ll do it again. Her own parents had said she was beautiful, when in fact she was all angles and bowlegs. They’d promised that she’d find her Prince Charming, but he’d dumped Trixie. They said if she came home by her curfew and picked up her room and held up her end of the bargain, they’d keep her safe—yet look at what had happened.


  She stepped out from behind a fir tree that belched Christmas carols and glanced around to see if anyone was watching her. In a way, it would have been easier to get caught. It was hard to look over your shoulder every other second, expecting to be recognized. She’d worried that the truck driver who’d given her a lift would radio her whereabouts to the state police. She’d been sure that the man selling tickets at Santa’s Village had glanced down to compare her face to the one on a Wanted poster.


  Trixie slipped into the bathroom, where she splashed water on her face and tried to take deep, even, social-disaster-avoidance breaths, the way she’d done in science class when they were dissecting a frog and she was sure she would throw up on her lab partner. She pretended to have something in her eye and squinted into the mirror until she was the only person left in the restroom.


  Then Trixie stuck her head under the faucet. It was the kind you had to push down to get the water going, so she had to keep pounding the knob for a continuous stream. She took off her sweatshirt and wrapped it around her hair, then went into a stall and sat on the toilet, shivering in her T-shirt while she rummaged through her backpack.


  She’d bought the dye at Wal-Mart when the trucker stopped for cigarettes. The color was called Night in Shining Armor, but it looked plain old black to Trixie. She opened the box and read the instructions.


  With any luck no one would think it weird that she was sitting in the bathroom for thirty minutes. Then again, no one else should be in the bathroom for thirty minutes. Trixie slipped on the plastic gloves and mixed the dye with the peroxide, shook, and squirted the solution onto her hair. She rubbed it around a little and pulled the plastic bag over her scalp.


  Was she supposed to dye her eyebrows, too? Was that even possible?


  She and Zephyr used to talk about how you could be an adult way before you hit twenty-one. The age wasn’t as important as the milestones: taking a trip sans parents, buying beer without getting carded, having sex. She wished she could tell Zeph that it was possible to grow up in an instant, that you could look down and see the line in the sand dividing your life now from what it used to be.


  Trixie wondered if, like her father, she’d never go back home again. She wondered how big the world was, really, when you crossed it, instead of traced it with your finger on a map. A little rivulet of liquid ran down her neck; she smeared it with a finger before it reached the collar of her shirt. The dye came away as dark as motor oil. For just a moment she pretended she was bleeding. It would be no surprise to her if inside she’d gone as black as everyone suspected.


  •••


  Daniel parked in front of the wide-eyed windows of the toy store and watched Zephyr hand some bills and small change back to an elderly woman. Zephyr’s hair was in braids, and she was wearing two long-sleeved shirts, one layered over the next, as if she’d planned to be cold no matter what. Through the shadows and the stream of the glass, it was almost possible to pretend that she was Trixie.


  There was no way Daniel planned to sit inside his house and wait for the police to find Trixie and bully an explanation out of her. To that end, the minute Bartholemew had gone—and Daniel checked to make sure he wasn’t just lurking at the end of the block—Daniel had begun to consider what he knew about Trixie that the cops didn’t. Where she might go, whom she might trust.


  Right now, there were precious few people who fell into that category.


  The customer left the store, and Zephyr noticed him waiting outside. “Hey, Mr. S,” she said, waving.


  She wore purple nail polish on her fingers. It was the same color Trixie had been wearing this morning; Daniel realized that they must have put it on together the last time Zephyr was over at the house. Just seeing it on Zephyr, when he so badly wanted to see it on Trixie, made it hard to breathe.


  Zephyr was looking over his shoulder. “Is Trixie with you?”


  Daniel tried to shake his head, but somewhere between the thought and the action the intent vanished. He stared at the girl who knew his daughter maybe better than he’d ever known her himself, as much as it hurt to admit it. “Zephyr,” he said, “have you got a minute?”


  •••


  For an old guy, Daniel Stone was hot. Zephyr had even said that to Trixie once or twice, although it totally freaked her out, what with him being her father and everything. But beyond that, Mr. Stone had always fascinated Zephyr. In all the years she’d known Trixie, she had never seen him lose his temper. Not when they spilled nail polish remover on Mrs. S’s bedroom bureau, not when Trixie failed her math test, not even when they were caught sneaking cigarettes in Trixie’s garage. It was against human nature to be that calm, like he was some kind of Stepford dad who couldn’t be provoked. Take Zephyr’s own mother, for example. Zephyr had once found her hurling all of their dinner plates against the backyard fence, when she found out that this loser she was dating was two-timing her. Zephyr and her mom had screaming matches. In fact, her mother had been the one to teach her the best curse words.


  On the other hand, Trixie had learned them from Zephyr. Zephyr had even tried to lure Trixie into objectionable behaviors simply for the purpose of trying to get a rise out of Mr. Stone, but nothing had ever worked. He was like some kind of soap opera actor whose tragic story line you fell madly for: beautiful to look at, but all the same, you knew what you were seeing wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.


  Today, though, something was different. Mr. Stone couldn’t concentrate; even as he grilled Zephyr, his eyes kept darting around. He was so far from the even-keeled, friendly father figure she’d envied her whole life that if Zephyr didn’t know better, she would have assumed it wasn’t Daniel Stone standing across from her at all.


  “The last time I talked to Trixie was last night,” Zephyr said, leaning across the glass counter of the toy store. “I called her around ten o’clock to talk about the funeral.”


  “Did she tell you that she had somewhere to go after that?”


  “Trixie isn’t really into going out these days.” As if her father didn’t already know that.


  “It’s really important, Zephyr, that you tell me the truth.”


  “Mr. Stone,” she said, “why would I lie to you?”


  An unspoken answer hovered between them: because you have before. They were both thinking about what she’d told the police after the night of the rape. They both knew that jealousy could rise like a tide, erasing events that had been scratched into the shore of your memory.


  Mr. Stone took a deep breath. “If she calls you... will you tell her I’m trying to find her... and that everything’s going to be okay?”


  “Is she in trouble?” Zephyr asked, but by then Trixie’s father was already walking out of the toy store.


  Zephyr watched him go. She didn’t care that he thought she was a lousy friend. In fact, she was just the opposite. It was because she’d already wronged Trixie once that she’d done what she had.


  Zephyr punched the key on the cash register that made the drawer open. Three hours had passed since she’d stolen all the twenty-dollar bills and had given them to Trixie. Three hours, Zephyr thought, was a damn good head start.


  •••


  HAVE GONE TO LOOK FOR TRIXIE, the note said. BRB.


  Laura wandered up to Trixie’s room, as if this was bound to be a big mistake, as if she might open the door and find Trixie there, silently nodding to the beat of her iPod as she wrestled with an algebraic equation. But she wasn’t there, of course, and the small space had been overturned. She wondered if that had been Trixie or the police.


  Daniel had said on the phone that this was suddenly a homicide investigation. That Jason’s death had not been accidental after all. And that Trixie had run away.


  There was so much that had to be fixed that Laura didn’t know where to start. Her hands shook as she sorted through the leftovers of her daughter’s life—an archaeologist, looking over the artifacts and trying to piece together an understanding of the young woman who’d used them. The Koosh ball and the Lisa Frank pencil—these belonged to the Trixie she thought she had known. It was the other items that she couldn’t make sense of: the CD with lyrics that made Laura’s jaw drop, the sterling silver ring shaped like a skull, the condom hidden inside a makeup compact. Maybe she and Trixie still had a lot in common: Apparently, while Laura was turning into a woman she could barely recognize, her daughter had been, too.


  She sat down on Trixie’s bed and lifted the receiver of the phone. How many times had Laura cut in on the line between her and Jason, telling her that she had to say good night and go to bed? Five more minutes, Trixie would beg.


  If she’d given Trixie those minutes, all those nights, would it have added up to another day for Jason? If she took five minutes now, could she right everything that had gone wrong?


  It took Laura three tries to dial the number of the police station, and she was holding for Detective Bartholemew when Daniel stepped into the room. “What are you doing?”


  “Calling the police,” she said.


  He crossed in two strides and took the receiver from her hand, hung up the phone. “Don’t.”


  “Daniel—”


  “Laura, I know why she ran away. I was accused of murder when I was eighteen, and I took off, too.”


  At this confession, Laura completely lost her train of thought. How could you live with a man for fifteen years, feel him move inside you, have his child, and not know something as fundamental about him as this?


  He sat down at Trixie’s desk. “I was still living in Alaska. The victim was my best friend, Cane.”


  “Did you... did you do it?”


  Daniel hesitated. “Not the way they thought I did.”


  Laura stared at him. She thought of Trixie, God knows where right now, on the run for a crime she could not have committed. “If you weren’t guilty... then why—”


  “Because Cane was still dead.”


  In Daniel’s eyes, Laura could suddenly see the most surprising things: the blood of a thousand salmon slit throat to tail, the blueveined crack of ice so thick it made the bottoms of your feet hurt, the profile of a raven sitting on a roof. In Daniel’s eyes she understood something she hadn’t been willing to admit to herself before: In spite of everything, or maybe because of it, he understood their daughter better than she did.


  He shifted, hitting the computer mouse with his elbow. The screen hummed to life, revealing several open windows: Google, iTunes, Sephora.com, and the heartbreaking rapesurvivor.com, full of poetry by girls like Trixie. But MapQuest? When Trixie wasn’t even old enough to drive?


  Laura leaned over Daniel’s shoulder to grasp the mouse. FIND IT! the site promised. There were empty boxes to fill in: address, city, state, zip code. And at the bottom, in bright blue: We are having trouble finding a route for your location.


  “Oh, Christ,” Daniel said. “I know where she is.”


  •••


  Trixie’s father used to take her out into the woods and teach her how to read the world so that she’d always know where she was going. He’d quiz her on the identification of trees: the fairy-tale spray of needles on a hemlock, the narrow grooves of an ash, the paper-wrapped birch, the gnarled arms of a sugar maple. One day, when they were examining a tree with barbed wire running through the middle of its trunk—how long do you think that took?—Trixie’s eye had been caught by something in the forest: sun glinting off metal.


  The abandoned car sat behind an oak tree that had been split by lightning. Two of the windows had been broken; some animal had made its home in the tufted stuffing of the backseat. A vine had grown from the bottom of the forest floor through the window, wrapping around the steering wheel.


  Where do you think the driver is? Trixie had asked.


  I don’t know, her father replied. But he’s been gone for a long time.


  He said that the person who’d left the car behind most likely didn’t want to bother with having it towed away. But that didn’t keep Trixie from making up more extravagant explanations: The man had suffered a head wound and started walking, only to wander up a mountain and die of exposure, and even now the bones were bleaching south of her backyard. The man was on the run from the Mob and had eluded hit men in a car chase. The man had wandered into town with amnesia and spent the next ten years completely unaware of who he used to be.


  Trixie was dreaming of the abandoned car when someone slammed the door of the bathroom stall beside her. She woke up with a start and glanced down at her watch—surely if you left this stuff in your hair too long it would fall out by the roots or turn purple or something. She heard the flush of the toilet, running water, and then the busy slice of life as the door opened. When it fell quiet again, she crept out of the stall and rinsed her hair in the sink.


  There were streaks on her forehead and her neck, but her hair—her red hair, the hair that had inspired her father to call her his chili pepper when she was only a baby—was now the color of a thicket’s thorns, of a rosebush past recovery.


  As she stuffed the ruined sweatshirt into the bottom of the trash can, a mother came in with two little boys. Trixie held her breath, but the woman didn’t look twice at her. Maybe it was really that easy. She walked out of the bathroom, past a new Santa who’d come on duty, toward the parking lot. She thought of the man who’d left his car in the woods: Maybe he had staged his own death. Maybe he’d done it for the sole purpose of starting over.


  •••


  If a teenager wants to disappear, chances are he or she will succeed. It was why runaways were so difficult to track—until they were rounded up in a drug or prostitution ring. Most teens who vanished did so for independence, or to get away from abuse. Unlike an adult, however, who could be traced by a paper trail of ATM withdrawals and rental car agreements and airline passenger lists, a kid was more likely to pay in cash, to hitchhike, to go unnoticed by bystanders.


  For the second time in an hour, Bartholemew pulled into the neighborhood where the Stones lived. Trixie Stone was officially registered now as a missing person, not a fugitive from justice. That couldn’t happen, not even if all signs pointed to the fact that the reason she’d left was because she knew she was about to be charged with murder.


  In the American legal system, you could not use a suspect’s disappearance as probable cause. Later on, during a trial, a prosecutor might hold up Trixie’s flight as proof of guilt, but there was never going to be a trial if Bartholemew couldn’t convince a judge to swear out a warrant for Trixie Stone’s arrest—so that at the moment she was located, she could be taken into custody.


  The problem was, had Trixie not fled, he wouldn’t be arresting her yet. Christ, just two days ago, Bartholemew had been convinced that Daniel Stone was the perp... until the physical evidence started to prove otherwise. Prove, though, was a dubious term. He had a boot print that matched Trixie’s footwear—and that of thousands of other town residents. He had blood on the victim that belonged to a female, which ruled out only half the population. He had a hair the same general color as Trixie’s—a hair with a root on it full of uncontaminated DNA, but no known sample of Trixie’s to compare it to and no imminent means of getting one.


  Any defense attorney would be able to drive a Hummer through the holes in that investigation. Bartholemew needed to physically find Trixie Stone, so that he could specifically link her to Jason Underhill’s murder.


  He knocked on the Stones’ front door. Again, no one answered, but this time, when Bartholemew tried the knob, it was locked. He cupped his hands around the glass window and peered into the mudroom.


  Daniel Stone’s coat and boots were gone.


  He walked halfway around the attached garage to a tiny window and peered inside. Laura Stone’s Honda, which hadn’t been here two hours ago, was parked in one bay. Daniel Stone’s pickup was gone.


  Bartholemew smacked his hand against the exterior wall of the house and swore. He couldn’t prove that Daniel and Laura Stone had gone off to find Trixie before the cops did, but he would have bet money on it. When your child is missing, you don’t go grocery shopping. You sit tight and wait for the word that she’s being brought safely home.


  Bartholemew pinched the bridge of his nose and tried to think. Maybe this was a blessing in disguise. After all, the Stones had a better chance of finding Trixie than he did. And it would be far easier for Bartholemew to track two adults than their fourteen-year-old daughter.


  And in the meantime? Well, he could get a warrant to search the house, but it wouldn’t do him any good. No lab worth its salt would accept a toothbrush from Trixie’s bathroom as a viable known sample of DNA. What he needed was the girl herself and a lab-sanctioned sample of her blood.


  Which, in that instant, Bartholemew realized he already had—sitting in a sealed rape kit, evidence for a trial that wasn’t going to happen.


  •••


  In eighth grade, as part of health class, Trixie had had to take care of an egg. Each student was given one, with the understanding that it had to remain intact for a week, could not ever be left alone, and had to be “fed” every three hours. This was supposed to be some big contraceptive deterrent: a way for kids to realize how having a baby was way harder than it looked.


  Trixie took the assignment seriously. She named her egg Benedict and fashioned a little carrier for it that she wore around her neck. She paid her English teacher fifty cents to babysit the egg while she was in gym class; she took it to the movies with Zephyr. She held it in the palm of her hand during classes and got used to the feel of it, the shape, the weight.


  Even now, she couldn’t tell you how the egg had gotten that hair-line fracture. Trixie first noticed it on the way to school one morning. Her father had shrugged off the F she received—he said it was a stupid assignment, that a kid was nothing like an egg. Yet Trixie had wondered if his benevolence had something to do with the fact that in real life, he would have failed too: how else to explain the difference between what he thought Trixie was up to and what she actually was doing?


  Now, she inched up the wrist of her coat and looked at the loose net of scars. It was her hairline crack, she supposed, and it was only a matter of time before she completely went to pieces.


  “Humpty freaking Dumpty,” she said out loud.


  A toddler bouncing on his mother’s lap next to Trixie clapped his hands. “Dumpty!” he yelled. “Fall!” He lurched himself backward so fast that Trixie was sure that he’d smash his head on the floor of the bus station.


  His mother grabbed him before that happened. “Trevor. Cut it out, will you?” Then she turned to Trixie. “He’s a big fan of the Egg Man.”


  The woman was really just a girl. Maybe she was a few years older than Trixie, but not by much. She wore a ratty blue scarf wrapped around her neck and an army surplus coat. From the number of bags around them, it looked like they were making a permanent move—but then again, for all Trixie knew, this was how people with kids had to travel. “I don’t get nursery rhymes,” the girl said. “I mean, why would all the king’s horses and all the king’s men try to put an egg back together anyway?”


  “What’s the egg doing on the wall in the first place?” Trixie said.


  “Exactly. I think Mother Goose was on crack.” She smiled at Trixie. “Where are you headed?”


  “Canada.”


  “We’re going to Boston.” She let the boy wriggle off her lap.


  Trixie wanted to ask the girl if the baby was hers. If she’d had him by accident. If, even after you make what everyone considers to be the biggest mistake of your life, you stop thinking it’s a mistake and maybe see it as the best thing that ever could have happened.


  “Ew, Trev, is that you?” The girl grabbed the baby around the waist and hauled him toward her face, rump first. She grimaced at the collection of duffels littering their feet. “Would you mind watching my stuff while I do a toxic waste removal?”


  As she stood up, she banged the diaper bag against her open backpack, spilling its contents all over the floor. “Oh, shit...”


  “I’ll get it,” Trixie said as the girl headed for the restroom with Trevor. She started jamming items back into the diaper bag: plastic keys that played a Disney song, an orange, a four-pack of crayons. A tampon with the wrapper half off, a hair scrunchie. Something that might, at one time, have been a cookie. A wallet.


  Trixie hesitated. She told herself she was only going to peek at the girl’s name, because she didn’t want to ask and run the risk of striking up a conversation.


  A Vermont driver’s license looked nothing like one from Maine. In the first place, there wasn’t a photograph. The one time Zephyr had convinced Trixie to go to a bar, she’d used a Vermont license as fake ID. “Five foot six is close enough,” Zephyr said, although Trixie was four inches shorter. Brown eyes, it read, when she had blue.


  Fawn Abernathy lived at 34 First Street in Shelburne, Vermont. She was nineteen years old. She was the same exact height as Trixie, and Trixie took that as an omen.


  She left Fawn her ATM card and half of the cash. But she slipped the American Express card and the license into her pocket. Then Trixie hurried out of the Vermont Transit Bus terminal and threw herself into the first cab at the side of the curb. “Where to?” the driver asked.


  Trixie looked out the window. “The airport,” she said.


  •••


  “I wouldn’t be asking if it wasn’t an emergency,” Bartholemew begged. He glanced around Venice Prudhomme’s office, piled high with files and computer printouts and transcripts from court testimony.


  She sighed, not bothering to look up from her microscope. “Mike, for you, it’s always an emergency.”


  “Please. I’ve got a hair with a root on it that was found on the dead kid’s body, and I have Trixie’s blood preserved all nice and neat in her rape kit. If the DNA matches, that’s all I need to get a warrant for her arrest.”


  “No,” Venice said.


  “I know you’ve got a backlog and—”


  “That’s not why,” she interrupted, glancing at Bartholemew. “There’s no way I’m opening up a sealed rape kit.”


  “Why? Trixie Stone consented to having her blood drawn for it already.”


  “As a victim,” Venice pointed out. “Not to prove she committed a crime.”


  “You’ve got to stop watching Law and Order.”


  “Maybe you ought to start.”


  Bartholemew scowled. “I can’t believe you’re doing this.”


  “I’m not doing anything,” Venice said, bending over her scope again. “At least not until a judge says so.”


  •••


  Summer on the tundra was dreamlike. Since the sun stayed out until two A.M., people didn’t sleep much in Akiak. Kids would cluster around bootleg booze and weed if they could get it, or leave behind the skins of their candy bars and spilled cans of pop if they couldn’t. Younger children splashed in the foggy green water of the Kuskokwim, even though by August they would still lose feeling in their ankles after only a few moments of submersion. Every year, in one of the Yup’ik villages, someone would drown; it was too cold for anyone to stay in the water long enough to learn how to swim.


  The year Daniel was eight, he spent July walking barefoot along the banks of the Kuskokwim. A wall of alders and willows lined one side of the river, on the other, sod sloughed into the water from a ten-foot-high embankment. Mosquitoes beaded on the planes of his face every time he stopped moving; sometimes they’d fly into his ears, loud as a bush plane. Daniel would watch the fat backs of king salmon rise like miniature sharks in the center of the river. The men in the village were off in their aluminum fishing boats, the ones that had been sleeping on the shore like beached whales all winter. Yup’ik fish camps dotted the bank: single-celled cities made of whitewalled tents, or knobby poles nailed together and covered with blue tarps that flapped like the aprons of flustered old women. On plywood tables, the women cut kings and reds into strips, then hung them on the racks to dry as they called out to their children: Kaigtuten-qaa? Are you hungry? Qinucetaanrilgu kinguqliin! Don’t try to provoke your little brother!


  He picked up a crusted twig, a fan belt, and a binder clip before he saw it—a pitted peak jutting out of the silt. It couldn’t be... could it? It took a trained eye to look past the soaked driftwood to pick out an ivory tusk or a fossilized bone, but it had happened, Daniel knew. Other kids in school—the ones who teased him because he was kass’aq, who laughed when he didn’t know how to shoot a ptarmigan or couldn’t find his way back from the bush on a snow-go—had found mastodon teeth along the banks of the river.


  Crouching, Daniel dug around the base, even as the river rushed into the hole and buried his progress. It was an honest-to-God tusk, right here, under his hands. He imagined it reaching past the water table, bigger even than the one on display in Bethel.


  Two ravens watched him from the bank, chattering a play-by-play commentary as Daniel pulled and heaved. Mammoth tusks could be ten or twelve feet long; they might weigh a couple hundred pounds. Maybe it wasn’t even a mammoth but a quugaarpak. The Yupiit told stories of the huge creature that lived under the ground and came out only at night. If it was caught above the ground when the sun was up—even the slightest part of it—its entire body would turn into bone and ivory.


  Daniel spent hours trying to extricate the tusk, but it was stuck too firm and wedged too deep. He would have to leave it and bring back reinforcements. He marked his site, trampling tall reeds and leaving a hummock of stones piled onto the bank to flag the spot where the tusk would be waiting.


  The next day, Daniel returned with a shovel and a block of wood. He had a vague plan of building a dam to stave off the flow of water while he dug his tusk out of the silt. He passed the same people working at fish camp, and the bend where the alder trees had fallen off the bank right into the water, the two ravens cackling—but when he came to the spot where he’d found the tusk yesterday, it was gone.


  It’s said that you can’t step into the same river twice. Maybe that was the problem, or maybe the current was so strong it had swept away the pile of rocks Daniel had left as a marker. Maybe it was, as the Yup’ik kids said, that Daniel was too white to do what they could do as naturally as breathing: find history with their own two hands.


  It was not until Daniel reached the village again that he realized the ravens had followed him home. Everyone knew that if one bird landed on your roof, it meant company. A tiding of ravens, though, meant something else entirely: that loneliness would be your lot, that there was no hope of changing your course.


  •••


  Marita Soorenstad looked up the minute Bartholemew entered her office. “Do you remember a guy named David Fleming?” she asked.


  He sank down into the chair across from her. “Should I?”


  “In 1991, he raped and attempted to kill a fifteen-year-old girl who was riding her bike home from school. Then he went and killed someone in another county, and there was a Supreme Court case about whether or not the DNA sample taken for the first case could be used as evidence in the next case.”


  “So?”


  “So in Maine, if you take a blood sample from a suspect for one case, you can indeed use it for subsequent tests in a different case,” Marita said. “The problem is that when you took blood from Trixie Stone, she consented because she was a victim, and that’s very different from consenting because she’s a suspect.”


  “Isn’t there some kind of loophole?”


  “Depends,” Marita said. “There are three situations when you’re talking about an individual sample that was given based on consent, as opposed to based on a warrant. In the first, the police tell the individual the sample will be used for any investigation. In the second, the police tell the individual the sample will be used only for a certain investigation. In the third, the police obtain consent after saying that the sample will be used to investigate one particular crime, but they don’t make any mention of other uses. You with me so far?”


  Bartholemew nodded.


  “What exactly did you tell Trixie Stone about her rape kit?”


  He thought back to the night he’d met the girl and her parents in the hospital. Bartholemew could not be entirely sure, but he imagined that he said what he usually did with a sexual assault victim: that this was going to be used for the purposes of the rape case, that it was often the DNA evidence that a jury would hang their hat on.


  “You didn’t mention using it for any other potential case, did you?” Marita asked.


  “No,” he scowled. “Most rape victims have enough trouble with the current one.”


  “Well, that means the scope of consent was ambiguous. Most people assume that when the police ask for a sample to help solve a crime, they aren’t going to use the sample indefinitely for other purposes. And a pretty strong argument could be made that in the absence of explicit consent, retaining the sample and reusing it is constitutionally unreasonable.” She pulled off her glasses. “It seems to me you have two choices. You can either go back to Trixie Stone and ask for her permission to use the blood sample you’ve got in the rape kit for a new investigation, or you can go to a judge and get a warrant for a new sample of her blood.”


  “Neither one’s going to work,” Bartholemew said. “She’s missing.”


  Marita glanced up. “Are you kidding?”


  “I wish.”


  “Then get more creative. Where else would there be a sample of her DNA? Does she lick envelopes for the drama club or Teen Democrats?”


  “She was too busy carving up her arms for any other extracurriculars,” Bartholemew said.


  “Who treated her? The school nurse?”


  No, this had been Trixie’s big secret; she would have gone to great pains to hide it, especially if she was cutting herself during school hours. But it did beg the question: What did she use to stanch the flow of blood? Band-Aids, gauze, tissue?


  And was any of that in her locker?


  •••


  The bush pilot from Arctic Circle Air had been hired to fly in a veterinarian headed to Bethel for the K300 sled dog race. “You going there too?” the vet asked, and although Trixie had no idea where it was, she nodded. “First time?”


  “Um, yeah.”


  The vet looked at her backpack. “You must be a JV.”


  She was; she’d played junior varsity soccer this fall. “I was a striker,” Trixie said.


  “The rest of the JVs headed up to the checkpoints yesterday,” the pilot said. “You miss the flight?”


  He might as well have been speaking Greek. “I was sick,” Trixie said. “I had the flu.”


  The pilot hauled the last box of supplies into the belly of the plane. “Well, if you don’t mind riding with the cargo, I don’t mind giving a pretty girl a lift.”


  The Shorts Skyvan hardly looked airworthy—it resembled a Winnebago with wings. The inside was crammed with duffels and pallets.


  “You can wait for the commuter flight out tomorrow,” the pilot said, “but there’s a storm coming. You’ll probably sit out the whole race in the airport.”


  “I’d rather fly out now,” Trixie said, and the pilot gave her a leg up.


  “Mind the body,” he said.


  “Oh, I’m okay.”


  “Wasn’t talking about you.” The pilot reached in and rapped his knuckles against a pine box.


  Trixie scrambled to the other side of the narrow cargo hold. She was supposed to fly to Bethel next to a coffin?


  “At least you know he won’t talk your ear off.” The pilot laughed, and then he sealed Trixie inside.


  She sat on the duffels and flattened herself against the riveted metal wall. Through the mesh web that separated her from the pilot and the vet, she could hear talking. The plane vibrated to life.


  Three days ago, if someone had told her she’d be riding in a flying bus beside a dead body, she would have flat-out denied it. But desperation can do amazing things to a person. Trixie could remember her history teacher telling the class about the starving man in a Virginia settlement who’d killed, salted, and eaten his wife one winter before the rest of the colonists ever noticed she was missing. What you’d deem impossible one day might look promising the next.


  As the plane canted off the ground, the pine box slid toward Trixie, jamming up against the soles of her shoes. It could be worse, she thought. He might not be in a coffin but in a body bag. He might not be some random dead guy but Jason.


  They climbed into the night, a rich batter mixed with stars. Up here, it was even colder. Trixie pulled down the sleeves of her jacket.


  Oooooh.


  She leaned toward the mesh to speak into the front of the cockpit. The vet was already asleep. “Did you say something?” she called to the pilot.


  “Nope!”


  Trixie settled back against the side of the plane and heard it again: the quiet long note of someone singing his soul.


  It was coming from underneath the lid of the pine box.


  Trixie froze. It had to be the engine. Or maybe the veterinarian snored. But even louder this time, she could trace the origin to the coffin: Ohhhhh.


  What if the person wasn’t dead at all? What if he’d been stapled into this box and was trying to get out? What if he was scratching at the insides, splinters under his fingernails, wondering how he’d ever wound up in there?


  Ohhh, the body sighed. Noooo.


  She came up on her knees, grabbing through the mesh at the bush pilot’s shoulder. “Stop the plane,” she cried. “You have to stop right now!”


  “You should have gone before we left,” the pilot yelled back.


  “That body... it’s not dead!”


  By now, she’d awakened the vet, who turned around in the passenger seat. “What’s the matter—”


  Trixie couldn’t look back at the coffin; if she did there would be an arm reaching out of that box, a face she couldn’t lose in her nightmares, a voice telling her that he knew the secret she hadn’t told anyone else.


  Ooooh.


  “There,” Trixie said. “Can’t you hear that?”


  The vet laughed. “It’s the lungs expanding. Like when you take a bag of potato chips on a plane and it puffs up after liftoff? That’s all you’re hearing—air going over the vocal cords.” He grinned at her. “Maybe you ought to lay off the caffeine.”


  Mortified, Trixie turned back toward the coffin. She could hear the pilot and the vet bonding over her stupidity, and her cheeks burned. The body—dead as could be, dead as the wood it was surrounded by—continued to sing: one lonely note that filled the hold of the plane like a requiem, like the truth no one wanted to hear.


  •••


  “This really is a shock,” said Jeb Aaronsen, the principal of Bethel High. “Trixie seemed to be getting along so well in school.”


  Bartholemew didn’t even spare him a sideways glance. “Before or after she stopped coming altogether?”


  He didn’t have a lot of patience for this principal, who hadn’t noticed any change in his own daughter’s behavior, either, when she’d been a student here. Aaronsen always put on his tragedy face but couldn’t seem to keep the next one from happening.


  Bartholemew was tired. He’d traced the Stones to the airport, where they’d boarded a plane to Seattle. That would connect to one that landed in Anchorage just shy of midnight. They’d paid $1,292.90 per ticket, according to the American Express agent who’d given the detective the lead.


  Now he knew where Trixie was headed. He just had to convince a judge that she needed to be brought home.


  Bartholemew had awakened the principal and waved the search warrant. The only other people in the school at this time of night were the janitors, who nodded and pushed their rolling trash receptacles out of the way as the men passed. It was strange—almost eerie—to be in a high school that was so patently devoid of commotion.


  “We knew the... incident was... difficult on her,” the principal said. “Mrs. Gray in guidance was keeping an eye on Trixie.”


  Bartholemew didn’t even bother to answer. The administration at Bethel High was no different from any other group of adults in America: Rather than see what was right under their noses, they pretended that everything was exactly like they wanted it to be. What had Mrs. Gray been doing when Trixie was carving up her skin and slitting her wrists? Or, for that matter, when Holly had skipped classes and stopped eating?


  “Trixie knew she could have come to us if she was feeling ostracized,” the principal said, and then he stopped in front of a drab olive locker. “This is the one.”


  Bartholemew lifted the bolt cutters he’d brought from the fire department and snipped the combination lock. He opened the metal latch, only to have dozens of condoms spring out of the locker like a nest of snakes. Bartholemew picked up one string of Trojans. “Good thing she wasn’t being ostracized,” he said.


  The principal murmured something and disappeared down the hallway, leaving Bartholemew alone. He snapped on a pair of rubber gloves and pulled a paper bag out of his coat pocket. Then he brushed the remaining condoms from the innards of the locker and stepped closer to investigate.


  There was an algebra textbook. A dog-eared copy of Romeo and Juliet. Forty-six cents in assorted change. A ruler. A broken binder clip. Mounted on the swinging door underneath a sticker that said HOOBASTANK was a tiny compact mirror with a flower painted in the corner. It had been smashed hard enough to crack, and the bottom left corner was missing.


  Bartholemew found himself looking at it and wondering what Trixie Stone had seen in there. Did she picture the girl she’d been at the beginning of ninth grade—a kid, really, checking out what was going on in the hall behind her and wishing she could be a part of it? Or did she see the shell she’d become—one of the dozens of faceless adolescents in Bethel High who made it through the day by praying, one step at a time, they wouldn’t attract anyone’s notice?


  Bartholemew peered into Trixie’s locker again. It was like a still life, without the life.


  There was no gauze or box of Band-Aids. There was no shirt crumpled into the corner, stained with Trixie’s blood. Bartholemew was about to give up when he noticed the edge of a photo, jammed down into the joint between the back metal wall and the floor of the locker. Pulling a pair of tweezers out of his pocket. Bartholemew managed to inch it free.


  It was a picture of two vampires, their mouths dripping with blood. Bartholemew did a double take, then looked again and realized the girls were holding a half-eaten bucket of cherries. Zephyr Santorelli-Weinstein was on the left. Her mouth was a bright crimson, her teeth stained, too. The other girl must have been Trixie Stone, although he would have been hard-pressed to make an identification. In the photo, she was laughing so hard her eyes had narrowed to slits. Her hair was nearly the same color as the fruit and fell all the way down her back.


  Until he saw that, he’d forgotten. When Bartholemew had first met Trixie Stone, her hair had reached down to her waist. The second time they’d met, those locks had been brutally shorn. He remembered Janice the rape advocate telling him that it was a positive step, a donation Trixie had made to a charity that made wigs for cancer patients.


  A charity that would have taken, recorded, and labeled Trixie Stone’s hair.


  •••


  Daniel and Laura sat in an airport bar, waiting. A snowstorm in Anchorage had delayed the connecting flight out of Seattle, and so far three hours had passed, three hours that Trixie was getting farther away from them.


  Laura had tossed back three drinks already. Daniel wasn’t sure if it was because of her fear of heights and flying in general, or her worry about Trixie, or a combination of both. There was, of course, the chance that they had been wrong—that Trixie was heading south to Mexico, or sleeping in a train station in Pennsylvania. But then again, Trixie wouldn’t be the first kid in trouble to turn to Alaska. So many folks on the run from the law wound up there—the last great frontier—that states had long ago given up spending the money to come pick them up. Instead, the Alaska state troopers hunted down fugitives from justice. Daniel could remember reading newspaper stories about people who were dragged out of cabins in the bush and extradited on charges of rape or kidnapping or murder. He wondered if Trixie’s picture was being e-mailed to sergeants around Alaska, if they’d already started to search.


  There was a difference, though, between searching and hunting, one he’d learned with Cane and his grandfather. You have to clear your mind of the thoughts of the animal, the old man used to say, or he’ll see you coming. Daniel would focus, wishing he was less white and more like Cane—who, if you told him, “Don’t think of a purple elephant,” could truly not think of a purple elephant.


  The difference here was that if Daniel wanted to find Trixie, he couldn’t afford to stop thinking about her. That way, she’d know that he was looking.


  Daniel moved a martini glass that had been on the bar when they first sat down—someone’s leftovers. You didn’t have to clean up after yourself; there was always waitstaff to do it for you. That was one difference between Eskimo culture and white culture he’d never quite understood—people in the lower forty-eight had no responsibility to anyone else. You looked out for number one; you fended for yourself. If you interfered in someone else’s business—even with the best of intentions—you might suddenly be held accountable for whatever went wrong. The good Samaritan who pulled a man from a burning car could be sued for injuries caused during the process.


  On the other hand, the Yupiit knew that everyone was connected—man and beast, stranger and stranger, husband and wife, father and child. Cut yourself, and someone else bled. Rescue another, and you might save yourself.


  Daniel shuddered as more memories passed through him. There were disjointed images, like the Kilbuck Mountains in the distance flattened by an air inversion in the utter cold. There were unfamiliar sounds, like the plaintive aria of sled dogs waiting for their dinner. And there were distinctive smells, like the oily ribbon of drying salmon that blew in from fish camp. He felt as if he were picking up the thread of a life he had forgotten weaving and being expected to continue the pattern.


  And yet, in the airport were a thousand reminders of how he’d been living for the past two decades. Travelers belched out of jet-ways, dragging wheeled carry-ons and hauling wrapped presents in oversized department store bags. The smell of strong coffee drifted from the Starbucks stand across the way. Carols played in an endless loop on the speaker system, interrupted by the occasional call for a porter with a wheelchair.


  When Laura spoke, he nearly jumped out of his seat. “What do you think will happen?”


  Daniel glanced at her. “I don’t know.” He grimaced, thinking of all that could go wrong from this point on for Trixie: frostbite, fever, animals she could not fight, losing her way. Losing herself. “I just wish she’d come to me instead of running off.”


  Laura looked down at the table. “Maybe she was afraid you’d think the worst.”


  Was he that transparent? Although Daniel had told himself Trixie hadn’t killed Jason, although he’d say this till he went hoarse, there was a seed of doubt that had started to blossom, and it was choking his optimism. The Trixie he knew could not have killed Jason; but then, it had already been proved that there was a great deal about Trixie he didn’t know.


  Here, though, was the remarkable thing: It didn’t matter. Trixie could have told him that she killed Jason with her bare hands, and he would have understood. Who knew better than Daniel that everyone had a beast inside, that sometimes it came out of hiding?


  What he wished he had been able to tell Trixie was that she wasn’t alone. Over the past two weeks, this metamorphosis had been happening to him, too. Daniel had kidnapped Jason; he’d beaten the boy. He’d lied to the police. And now he was headed to Alaska—the place he hated more than anywhere else on earth. Daniel Stone was falling away, one civilized scale at a time, and before long he’d be an animal again—just like the Yupiit believed.


  Daniel would find Trixie, even if it meant he had to walk across every mile of Alaska to do it. He’d find her, even if he had to slip into his old skin—lying, stealing, hurting anyone who stood in his way. He’d find Trixie, and he’d convince her that nothing she could do or say would make him love her any less.


  He just hoped when she saw what he’d become for her, she’d feel the same way.


  •••


  The race headquarters for the K300 were already in full swing when Trixie arrived with the veterinarian shortly after six o’clock. There were lists posted on dry-erase boards: the names of the mushers, with grids to post their progress at a dozen race checkpoints. There were rule books and maps of the course. Behind one table a woman sat at a bank of phones, answering the same questions over and over. Yes, the race started at eight P.M. Yes, DeeDee Jonrowe was wearing bib number one. No, they didn’t have enough volunteers.


  People who arrived by snow machine stripped off several layers the minute they walked into the Long House Inn. Everyone wore footwear with soles so thick they looked like moon boots, and sealskin hats with flaps that hung down over the ears. There were one-piece snowsuits and elaborately embroidered fur parkas. When the occasional musher came in, he was treated like a rock star—people lined up to shake his hand and wish him the best of luck. Everyone seemed to know everyone else.


  You’d think that in this environment, Trixie would have looked ridiculously out of place, but if anyone noticed her presence, they didn’t seem to care. She wasn’t stopped when she took a bowl of stew from the Crock Pot on the back table and then went back seconds later for another helping. It wasn’t beef—frankly, she was a little scared to find out what it was—but it was the first food she’d eaten in almost two days, and at that point, anything would have been delicious.


  Suddenly the woman behind the table stood up and started toward Trixie. She froze, anticipating a moment of reckoning. “Let me guess,” she said. “You’re Andi?”


  Trixie forced a smile. “How’d you know?”


  “The other JVs called from Tuluksak and said you were new and you’d gotten snowed in Outside.”


  “Outside where?”


  The woman grinned. “Sorry, that’s what we call all the other states. We’ll get someone to run you to the checkpoint before the mushers arrive.”


  “Tuluksak,” Trixie repeated. The word tasted like iron. “I was hoping to get to Akiak.”


  “Well, Tuluksak’s where we stick all the Jesuit Volunteers who work up here. Don’t worry—we haven’t lost one yet.” She nodded toward a box. “I’m Jen, by the way. And it would be really great if you could help me carry that down to the starting line.”


  Trixie hefted the box, which was full of camera equipment, as Jen pulled her face mask up over her nose and mouth. “You might want your coat,” she said.


  “This is all I brought,” Trixie replied. “My, um, friends have my stuff with them.”


  She didn’t know if this lie would even make sense, since she hadn’t understood any of Jen’s comments about Jesuit Volunteers and Tuluksak in the first place. But Jen just rolled her eyes and dragged her toward a table covered with K300 merchandise for sale. “Here,” she said, tossing her a big fleece jacket and mittens and a hat that Velcroed under the chin. She took a pair of boots and a heavy anorak from behind the headquarter tables. “These’ll be too big, but Harry’ll be too drunk later to notice they’re missing.”


  As Trixie followed Jen out of the Long House, winter smacked her with an open hand. It wasn’t just cold, the way it got in Maine in December. It was bone-deep cold, the kind that wrapped around your spine and turned your breath into tiny crystals, the kind that matted your eyelashes together with ice. Snow was piled on both sides of the walkway, and snow machines were parked at right angles in between a few rusted trucks.


  Jen walked toward one of the pickups. It was white, but one of the doors was red, as if it had been amputated from a different junk heap for transplant onto this one. Tufts of stuffing and coils sprang out from the passenger side of the bench. There were no seat belts. It looked nothing like Trixie’s father’s truck, but as she slid into the passenger seat, homesickness slipped like a knife between her ribs.


  Jen coaxed the truck’s engine into turning over. “Since when did the Jesuit Volunteers start recruiting on playgrounds?”


  Trixie’s heart started to pound. “Oh, I’m twenty-one,” she said. “I just look way younger.”


  “Either that, or I’m getting too damn old.” She nodded toward a bottle of Jägermeister jammed into the ashtray. “Feel free to have some, if you want.”


  Trixie unscrewed the cap of the bottle. She took a tentative sip, then spit the liquor across the dashboard.


  Jen laughed. “Right. Jesuit Volunteer. I forgot.” She watched Trixie furiously trying to wipe the mess up with her mitten. “Don’t worry, I think that it’s got enough alcohol in it to qualify as cleaning fluid.”


  She took a sharp right, turning the pickup over the edge of a snowbank. Trixie panicked—there was no road. The truck slid down an icy hill onto the surface of a frozen river, and then Jen began to drive to the center of it.


  A makeshift start and finish line had been erected, with two long chutes cordoned off and a banner overhead proclaiming the K300. Beside it was a flatbed truck, on which stood a man testing a microphone. A steady stream of dilapidated pickups and snow machines pulled onto the ice, parking in ragged lines. Some pulled trailers with fancy kennel names painted across them; others had a litter of barking dogs in the back. In the distance was a belching hovercraft, one that Jen explained brought the mail downriver. Tonight it was serving free hot dogs, in honor of the race.


  A pair of enormous flood lamps illuminated the night, and for the first time since she’d landed in Bethel, Trixie got a good look at the Alaskan tundra. The landscape was layered in pale blues and flat silvers; the sky was an overturned bowl of stars that fell into the hoods of the Yup’ik children balanced on their fathers’ shoulders. Ice stretched as far as she could see. Here, it was easy to understand how people once thought you could fall off the edge of the world.


  It all looked familiar to Trixie, as impossible as that might be. And then she realized it was. This was exactly how her father drew hell.


  As mushers hooked dogs to their sleds, a crowd gathered around the chute. All the people looked immense and overstuffed in their outside gear. Children held their hands out to the dogs to sniff, getting tangled in the lead lines.


  “Andi. Andi?”


  When Trixie didn’t answer—she forgot that was the name she’d been given this time—Jen tapped her on the shoulder. Standing beside her was a Yup’ik Eskimo boy not much older than Trixie. He had a wide face the color of hazelnuts, and amazingly, he wasn’t wearing a hat. “Willie’s going to take you up to Tuluksak,” Jen said.


  “Thanks,” Trixie answered.


  The boy wouldn’t look her in the eye. He turned away and started walking, which Trixie assumed was the cue that she was supposed to follow. He stopped at a snow machine, nodded at it, and then walked away from her.


  Willie disappeared quickly into the dark ring of night outside the flood lamp. Trixie hesitated beside the snow machine, not sure what she was supposed to do. Follow him? Figure out how to turn this thing on herself?


  Trixie touched one of the handlebars. The snow machine smelled like exhaust, like her father’s lawn mower.


  She was about to look for an On switch when Willie returned, holding an oversized winter parka with black wolf fur sewn into the hood. Still averting his glance, he held it out to her. When she didn’t take it, he mimed putting it on.


  There was still heat trapped inside. Trixie wondered whom he’d taken this jacket from, if he or she was shivering now in the cold. Her hands were lost in the sleeves, and when she pulled up the hood, it blocked the wind from her face.


  Willie climbed onto the snow machine and waited for Trixie to do the same. She glanced at him—what if he didn’t know his way to Tuluksak? Even if he did, what was she going to do when everyone realized Trixie wasn’t the person they were expecting? Most important, how was she supposed to get on the back of this thing without having to lean up against this boy?


  With all of their layers, it was a tight fit. Trixie pushed herself back to the very edge of the seat, holding on to the rails at the sides with her mittened hands. Willie pulled the rip cord to start the machine and they groaned forward slowly, to keep the dogs from startling. He maneuvered around the chute and then gunned the engine, so that they flew across the ice.


  If it was cold standing around, it was fifty times colder on a snow machine blasting at full throttle. Trixie couldn’t imagine not having the parka; as it was, she was shivering inside it and had curled her hands into fists.


  The headlamp on the front of the machine cut a tiny visible triangle in front of them. There was no road whatsoever. There were no street signs, no traffic lights, no exit ramps. “Hey,” Trixie yelled into the wind. “Do you know where you’re going?”


  Willie didn’t answer.


  Trixie grasped onto the handholds more firmly. It was dizzying, going at this speed without being able to see. She listed to the left as Willie drove up a bank, through a narrow copse of trees, and then back out onto a finger of the frozen river.


  “My name’s Trixie,” she said, not because she expected an answer but because it kept her teeth from chattering. After she spoke, she remembered that she was supposed to be someone else. “Well, it’s Trixie, but they call me Andi.” God, she thought. Could I sound any more stupid if I tried?


  The wind blew into Trixie’s eyes, which—as they started tearing—froze shut. She found herself huddling forward, her forehead nearly touching Willie’s back. Heat rose off him in waves.


  As they drove, she pretended that she was lying prone in the back of her father’s pickup, feeling it vibrate underneath her as he bounced into the parking lot of the drive-in. The metal flatbed pressed against her cheek was still warm from a whole day of sun. They would eat so much popcorn that her mother would be able to smell it on their clothes even after she’d put them through the wash.


  A frigid blast of air hit her full in the face. “Are we going to be there soon?” Trixie asked, and then, at Willie’s silence, “Do you even speak English?”


  To her surprise, he ground the brakes, until the snow machine came to a stop. Willie turned around, still avoiding her gaze. “It’s fifty-five miles,” he said. “Are you going to yap the whole time?”


  Stung, Trixie turned away and noticed the eerie light that had spilled onto the surface of the river up ahead. She traced it to its overhead origin—a wash of pink and white and green that reminded her of the smoke trails left behind by fireworks on the Fourth of July.


  Who knew that when you cut a slit in the belly of the night sky, it bled color?


  “That’s beautiful,” Trixie whispered.


  Willie followed her gaze. “Qiuryaq.”


  She didn’t know if that meant Shut up or Hold on or maybe even I’m sorry. But this time when he started the sled, she tilted her face to the Northern Lights. Looking up here was hypnotic and less harrowing than trying to squint at the imaginary road. Looking up here, it was almost easy to imagine they were nearly home.
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  Max Giff-Reynolds had made a career out of focusing on the things most people never saw: a carpet fiber trapped on the inside edge of a victim’s coat, a grain of sand left at a crime scene that was indigenous to a certain part of the country, the dust of a coffee grinder on the makings of a dirty bomb. As one of two hundred forensic microscopists in the country, he was in high demand. Chances were that Mike Bartholemew would never have gotten anywhere close to him for an analysis of Trixie’s hair sample—if he hadn’t known Max when he was a skinny little geek in college, back when they were roommates and Bartholemew served as bodyguard in return for private tutorials in chemistry and physics.


  He’d driven to Boston that night with a hank of Trixie Stone’s hair on the seat beside him. The salon, Live and Let Dye, hadn’t even sent the sample in to Locks of Love yet; it had been languishing in a drawer in the back room near the peroxide and the paraffin wax. Now he was sitting on top of a counter, waiting for Max to tell him something useful.


  The lab was piled with boxes of dust and hair and fiber for comparison. A poster of Max’s hero, Edmond Locard, hung over his polarized-light microscope. Bartholemew could remember Max reading books about Locard, the father of forensic science, even back at U Maine. “He burned off his fingerprints,” Max had told him once with admiration, “just to see if they grew back in the same patterns!”


  It had been almost thirty years since they’d graduated, but Max looked the same. Balder, but still skinny, with a permanent curve to his back that came from bending over a microscope. “Huh,” he said.


  “What’s that mean?”


  Max pushed back from his workspace. “What do you know about hair?”


  Bartholemew grinned at the other man’s gleaming pate. “More than you do.”


  “Hair’s got three layers that are important, in terms of forensics,” Max said, ignoring his comment. “The cortex, the cuticle, and the medulla. If you think of a piece of hair as a pencil, the medulla is the graphite, the cortex is the wood, and the paint on the outside is the cuticle. The medulla is sometimes in pieces and differs from hair to hair on the same human head. The cells in the cortex have pigment, which is pretty much what I’m trying to match up between your two samples. You with me so far?”


  Bartholemew nodded.


  “I can tell you, by looking at a hair, if it’s human or not. I can tell you if it came from someone of Caucasian, Negroid, or Mongolian origin. I can tell you where it came from on the body and whether the hair was forcibly removed or burned or crushed. I can tell you that a hair excludes a suspect, but I can’t use it to pinpoint a particular one.”


  He spoke as he bent over the microscope again. “What I’m seeing in both samples is a moderate shaft diameter and diameter variation, medulla continuous and relatively narrow, soft texture. That means they’re both hairs from a human head. The hue, value, and intensity of the color are nearly identical. The tip of your known sample was cut with a pair of scissors; the other still has a root attached, which is soft and distorted—telling me it was yanked out. Pigment varies a bit between the two samples, although not enough for me to draw any conclusion. However, the cortex of the hair you found on the victim’s body is much more prominent than the hairs in the known sample.”


  “The known sample came from a haircut three weeks before the murder,” Bartholemew said. “Isn’t it possible that during those three weeks, the cortex got more... what did you say again?”


  “Prominent,” Max answered. “Yeah, it’s possible, especially if the suspect had some kind of chemical hair treatment or was excessively exposed to sunlight or wind. Theoretically, it’s also possible for two hairs from the same human head to just plain look different. But there’s also the chance, here, that you’re talking about two different heads.” He looked at Bartholemew. “If you asked me to get up in front of a jury, I couldn’t tell them conclusively that these two hairs came from the same person.”


  Bartholemew felt like he’d been punched in the chest. He’d been so certain that he’d been on the right track here, that Trixie Stone’s disappearance flagged her involvement in the murder of Jason Underhill.


  “Hey,” Max said, looking at his face. “I don’t admit this to many people, but microscopy’s not always an exact science. Even when I think I do see a match, I tell detectives to get a DNA analysis to back up what the scope says.”


  Mike sighed. “I have a root on only one of the hairs. That rules out DNA.”


  “It rules out nuclear DNA,” Max corrected. He leaned over and took a card out of his desk. He scribbled something on the back and handed it to Bartholemew. “Skip’s a friend of mine, at a private lab in Virginia. Make sure you say I sent you.”


  Bartholemew took the card. SKIPPER JOHANSSEN, he read. GENETTA LABS. MITOCHONDRIAL DNA.


  •••


  By the time the storm blew in, Trixie had already lost feeling in her toes. She was nearly catatonic, lulled by the cold and the exhaust of the snow machine. At the first strike of ice against her cheek, Trixie blinked back to awareness. They were still somewhere on the river—the scenery looked no different than it had an hour ago, except that the lights in the sky had vanished, washed over by gray clouds that touched down at the line of the horizon.


  Snow howled. Visibility grew even worse. Trixie began to imagine that she had fallen into one of her father’s comic book panels, one filled with Kirby crackle—the burst of white bubbles that Jack Kirby, a penciler from years ago, had invented to show an energy field. The shapes in the darkness turned into villains from her father’s art—twisted trees became the clawed arms of a witch; icicles were the bared fangs of a demon.


  Willie slowed the snow machine to a crawl and then stopped it altogether. He shouted to Trixie over the roar of the wind. “We have to wait this out. It’ll clear up by morning.”


  Trixie wanted to answer him, but she’d spent so long clenching her jaw shut that she couldn’t pry it open wide enough for a word.


  Willie moved to the back of the machine, rummaging around. He handed her a blue tarp. “Tuck this under the treads,” he said. “We can use it to get out of the wind.”


  He left her to her own devices and disappeared into the whorls of snow. Trixie wanted to cry. She was so cold that she couldn’t even classify it as cold anymore; she had no idea what he meant by treads, and she wanted to go home. She clutched the tarp against her parka, not moving, wishing that Willie would come back.


  She saw him moving in and out of the beam cast by the snow machine’s headlight. He seemed to be snapping off the branches of a dead tree next to the riverbank. When he saw her still sitting on the snow machine, he walked up to her. She expected him to scream about not pulling her weight, but instead his mouth tightened and he helped her off. “Get under here,” he said, and he had her sit with her back to the snow machine before he wrapped it in the tarp and pulled it over her, an awning to cut the wind.


  It wasn’t perfect. There were three large slits in the tarp, and the snow and ice unerringly found those gashes. Willie crouched down at Trixie’s feet and peeled some of the bark off the birch branches he’d gathered, tucking it between lengths of cottonwood and alder. He poured a little gas from the snow machine on top of the pile and ignited it with a lighter from his pocket. Only when she could feel the fire against her skin did she let herself wonder how cold it might be out here.


  Trixie remembered learning that the human body was, like, sixty percent water. How many degrees below zero did it have to get before you literally froze to death?


  “Come on,” Willie said. “Let’s get some grass.”


  The last thing Trixie wanted to do right now was smoke weed. She tried to shake her head, but even that set of muscles had stopped working. When she didn’t get up, he turned away, as if she wasn’t even worth bothering with. “Wait,” she said, and although he didn’t look at her, he stopped moving. She wanted to explain how her feet felt like blocks and her fingers stung so bad that she had to keep biting down on her lower lip. She wanted to tell him how her shoulders hurt from trying not to shiver. She wanted to tell him she was scared and that when she imagined running away, this hadn’t entered into it. “I c-can’t move,” Trixie said.


  Willie knelt beside her. “What can’t you feel?”


  She didn’t know how to answer that. Comfort? Safety?


  He began unlacing Trixie’s boots. Matter-of-factly, he cupped his hands around one of her feet. “I don’t have a sleeping bag. I let my cousin Ernie take it, he’s one of the mushers, and the officials check to see if you have one before you start the race.” Then, just when Trixie could move her toes again, just as a searing burn shot from her nails to the arch of her foot, Willie stood up and left.


  He came back a few minutes later with an armful of dead grass.


  It was still dusted with snow; Willie had dug it out from the edge of the riverbank. He packed the grass in Trixie’s boots and mittens. He told her to stuff some under her parka.


  “How long will it snow?” Trixie asked.


  Willie shrugged.


  “How come you don’t talk?”


  Willie rocked back on his heels, his boots crunching in the snow. “How come you think you have to talk to say something?” He pulled off his mittens and toasted his hands over the fire. “You’ve got frostnip.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Frostbite, before it happens.”


  Trixie tried to remember what she knew about frostbite. Didn’t the affected body part turn black and fall off? “Where?” she panicked.


  “Between your eyes. On your cheek.”


  Her face was going to fall off?


  Willie gestured, almost delicately, in a way that let her know he wanted to move closer to her, to place his hand on her. It was at that moment that Trixie realized she was in the company of a boy who was stronger than she was, in the middle of nowhere, a good twenty-five miles away from anyone who’d hear her scream. She leaned away from him, shaking her head, as her throat closed like a rose after dark.


  His fingers caught her at the wrist, and Trixie’s heart started hammering harder. She closed her eyes, expecting the worst, thinking that maybe if you’d lived a nightmare once it wasn’t quite as bad the second time around.


  Willie’s palm, hot as a stone in the sun, pressed against her cheek. She felt his other hand touch her forehead, then sweep down the side of her face to cup her jaw.


  She could feel calluses on his skin, and she wondered where they’d come from. Trixie opened her eyes and, for the first time since she’d met him, found Willie Moses looking right at her.


  •••


  Skipper Johanssen, the mitochondrial DNA expert, was a woman. Bartholemew watched her pour sugar into her coffee and look over the notes on the case that he’d brought. “Unusual name,” he said.


  “Mom had a Barbie thing going on.”


  She was beautiful: straight platinum hair that swept the middle of her back, green eyes hidden behind her thick-framed black glasses. When she read, sometimes her mouth formed the words. “What do you know about mitochondrial DNA?” she asked.


  “That you can hopefully use it to compare two hairs?”


  “Well, yeah, you can. The real question is what you want to do with that comparison.” Skipper leaned back in her chair. “Thanks to C.S.I., everyone’s heard about DNA analysis. Most of the time they’re talking about nuclear DNA, the kind that comes, in equal halves, from your mother and your father. But there’s another kind of DNA that’s the up-and-comer in the forensic community—mitochondrial DNA. And even though you may not know a lot about it, you—and the rest of the world—know the largest case in history where it was used: 9/11.”


  “To identify the remains?”


  “Exactly,” Skipper said. “Traditional efforts didn’t work—they couldn’t find intact teeth, or bones that weren’t crushed, or even anything to X-ray. But mtDNA can be used to profile samples that have been burned, pulverized, you name it. All scientists need is a saliva sample from a family member of the deceased in order to make a comparison.”


  She picked up the hair sample that Max had scrutinized under a microscope the previous day. “The reason we can test this for DNA—without a root attached—is that a cell isn’t made up of just a nucleus. There are many more parts—including the mitochondria, which are basically the powerhouses that keep the cell functional. There are hundreds of mitochondria in a cell, as compared to a single nucleus. And each mitochondrion contains several copies of the mtDNA we’re interested in.”


  “If there’s so much more mtDNA than nuclear DNA, why isn’t it used all the time for criminal profiling?” Bartholemew asked.


  “Well, there’s a catch. Typically, when you get a nuclear DNA profile, the chances of finding another person with that profile are one in six billion. Mitochondrial DNA stats are far less discriminating, because unlike nuclear DNA, you inherit mtDNA only from your mom. That means that you and your brothers and sisters all have the same mtDNA she does... and that her mom and siblings do, and so on. It’s actually fascinating—a female egg cell possesses tons of mitochondria, as compared to the sperm cell. At fertilization, not only are the few sperm mitochondria totally outnumbered, they’re actually destroyed.” Skipper smiled brightly. “Natural selection at its finest.”


  “It’s a pity you have to keep us around for that whole fertilization thing in the first place,” Bartholemew said dryly.


  “Ah, but you should see what’s going on next door to me in the cloning lab,” Skipper replied. “Anyway, my point is that mtDNA isn’t helpful if you’re choosing between two biological siblings to pinpoint a suspect, but it’s a nice tool if you’re looking to exclude someone nonrelated from an investigation. Statistically, if you test fifteen spots on the DNA strand, there are more than an octillion nuclear DNA profiles, which is awfully nice when you’re in front of a jury and trying to pin down a particular individual. But with mtDNA, there are only forty-eight hundred sequences logged to date... and another six thousand reported in scientific literature. With mtDNA, you might wind up with a relative frequency of point one four or something like that—basically, a subject will share a profile with four percent of the world’s population. It’s not specific enough to nail a perp without reasonable doubt in front of a jury, but it would allow you to rule someone out as a suspect because he or she doesn’t have that particular profile.”


  “So if the mtDNA profile of the hair found on the victim’s body doesn’t match the one for Trixie Stone’s hair,” Bartholemew said, “then I can’t link her to the murder.”


  “Correct.”


  “And if it does match?”


  Skipper glanced up. “Then you’ve got reasonable cause to arrest her.”


  •••


  The sun skipped the Alaskan tundra. At least, that’s how it seemed to Laura, or why else would it be pitch-dark at nine in the morning? She anxiously waited for the flight attendant to open the hatch of the plane, now that they had landed in Bethel. It was bad enough that she had a fear of heights and hated flying, but this was only half a plane, really—the front end was devoted to cargo.


  “How are you doing?” Daniel asked.


  “Fantastic,” Laura said, trying to lighten her voice. “It could have been a Cessna, right?”


  Daniel turned just as they were about to exit the plane and pulled up the hood of her jacket. He tugged on the strings and tied them under her chin, just like he used to do when Trixie was tiny and headed out to play in the snow. “It’s colder than you think,” he said, and he stepped onto the rollaway staircase that led to the runway.


  It was an understatement. The wind was a knife that cut her to ribbons; the act of breathing felt like swallowing glass. Laura followed Daniel across the runway, hurrying into a small, squat building.


  The airport consisted of chairs arranged in narrow rows and a single ticket counter. It wasn’t manned, because the lone employee had moved to the metal detector, to screen passengers on the outbound flight. Laura watched two native girls hugging an older woman, all three of them crying as they inched toward the gate.


  There were signs in both English and Yup’ik. “Does that mean bathroom?” Laura asked, pointing to a doorway with the word ANARVIK overhead.


  “Well, there’s no Yup’ik word for bathroom,” Daniel said, smiling a little. “That actually translates to ‘the place to shit.’”


  The single door split off to the right and the left. The men’s and women’s rooms were not marked, but she could glimpse a urinal in one direction, so she walked the opposite way. The sinks were operated by push pedals; she pumped one to start the flow of water and then splashed some on her face. She looked at herself in the mirror.


  If someone else walks into the bathroom, she thought, I will stop being a coward.


  If the family outside has made it through security, to the gate.


  If Daniel is facing forward, when I come out.


  She used to play this game with herself all the time. If the light changed before she counted to ten, then she would go Seth’s after class. If Daniel picked up before the third ring, she would stay an extra five minutes.


  She’d take these random occurrences and elevate them to oracles; she’d pretend that they were enough to justify her actions.


  Or lack therof.


  Wiping her hands on her jacket, she stepped outside to find the family still crying near the metal detector and Daniel facing out the window.


  Laura sighed with relief and walked toward him.


  •••


  Trixie was shivering so hard that she kept shaking off the quilt of dead grass Willie had used to cover them for warmth. It wasn’t like a blanket you could just pull over yourself; you had to burrow down and think warm thoughts and hope for the best. Her feet still ached and her hair was frozen against her head. She was consciously awake—somehow she thought that sleeping was too close to the line of being blue and stiff and dead, and that you might pass from one side to the other without any fanfare.


  Willie’s breath came out in little white clouds that floated in the air like Chinese lanterns on a string. His eyes were closed, which meant Trixie could stare at him as much as she wanted. She wondered what it was like to grow up here, to have a snowstorm hit like this and to know how to save yourself, instead of needing someone to do it for you. She wondered if her father knew this sort of stuff too, if elemental knowledge about living and dying might be underneath all the other, ordinary things he knew, like how to draw a devil and change a fuse and not burn pancakes.


  “Are you awake?” she murmured.


  Willie didn’t open his eyes, but he nodded the tiniest bit, and a stream of white flowed out of his nostrils.


  There was a warm zone connecting them. They were lying two feet apart, with grass heaped in the space between their bodies, but every time Trixie turned his way she could feel heat conducting through the dried straw, pulsing like light from a star. When she thought he might not notice, she inched infinitesimally closer.


  “Do you know anyone who ever died out here?” Trixie asked.


  “Yeah,” Willie said. “That’s why you don’t make a cave in a snowbank. If you die, no one can ever find you, and then your spirit won’t ever rest.”


  Trixie felt her eyes get damp, and that was awful, because almost immediately her lashes sealed shut again. She thought of the ladders she’d cut on her arms, the way she’d wanted to feel real pain instead of the hurt gnawed on her heart. Well, she’d gotten what she wanted, hadn’t she? Her toes burned like fire; her fingers had swollen like sausages and ached. The thought of that delicate razor blade being drawn across her skin seemed, by comparison, ridiculous, a drama for someone who didn’t really know what tragedy was.


  Maybe it took realizing that you could die to keep you from wanting to do it.


  Trixie wiped her nose and pressed her fingertips against her eyelashes to dissolve the ice. “I don’t want to freeze to death,” she whispered.


  Willie swallowed. “Well... there is one way to get warmer.”


  “How?”


  “Take off our clothes.”


  “Yeah, right,” Trixie scoffed.


  “I’m not bullshitting you.” Willie glanced away. “We both get... you know... and then huddle together.”


  Trixie stared at him. She didn’t want to be pressed up against him; she kept thinking of what had happened the last time she was this close to a boy.


  “It’s just what you do,” Willie said. “It’s not like it means anything. My dad’s stripped down naked with other guys, when they get stuck overnight.”


  Trixie pictured her father doing this—but stopped abruptly when she got to the part where she had to imagine him without clothes.


  “Last time it happened, my dad had to cuddle up to old Ellis Puuqatak the whole night. He swore he’d never leave home again without a sleeping bag.”


  Trixie watched Willie’s words crystallize in the cold, each as differentiated as a snowflake, and she knew he was telling her the truth. “You have to close your eyes first,” she said, hesitant.


  She shucked off her jeans, anorak, and sweater. She left on her bra and panties, because she had to.


  “Now you,” Trixie said, and she looked away as he pulled off his coat and his shirt. She peeked, though. His back was the color of the outside of an almond, and his shoulder blades flexed like pistons. He took off his jeans, hopping around and making little sounds, like a person at the town pool who makes a big deal when he finally manages to get into the cold water.


  Willie spread some grass on the ground, then lay down and motioned for Trixie to do the same. He drew their jackets over them, like a blanket, and then covered these with more grass.


  Trixie squeezed her eyes shut. She could feel the rustle of the straw as he moved closer and the itch of the grass on her bare skin as it caught between them. Willie’s hand touched her back, and she stiffened as he came up behind her, curling his knees into the hollow bowl made by the bend of her own. She took deep breaths. She tried not to remember the last boy she’d touched, the last boy who’d touched her.


  The inferno began where his fingers rested on her shoulder and spread to every spot where their skin was touching. Pressed up against Willie, Trixie didn’t find herself thinking about Jason, or the night of the rape. She didn’t feel threatened or even frightened. She simply felt, for the first time in hours, warm. “Did you ever know someone who died?” she asked. “Someone our age?”


  It took Willie a moment, but he answered. “Yes.”


  The bitter wind beat against their tarp and made its loose tongue rattle like a gossip’s. Trixie unclenched her fists. “Me too,” she said.


  •••


  Bethel was technically a city, but not by any normal standards. The population was less than six thousand, although it was the closest hub for fifty-three native villages along the river. There were only about thirteen miles of roads, most of them unpaved. Daniel opened the terminal’s door and turned to Laura. “We can get a taxi,” he said.


  “There are taxis here?”


  “Most people don’t have cars. If you’ve got a boat and a snow-go, you’re pretty much set.”


  The cab driver was a tiny Asian woman with a massive bun perched on her head like an avalanche waiting to happen. She wore fake Gucci sunglasses, although it was still dark outside, and was listening to Patsy Cline on the radio. “Where you go?”


  Daniel hesitated. “Just drive,” he said. “I’ll tell you when to stop.”


  The sun had finally broken over the horizon like the yolk of an egg. Daniel stared out the window at the landscape: pancake flat, windswept, opaque with ice. The rutted roads had houses pitted along them, ranging from tiny shacks to modest 1970s split-levels. On the side of one road sat a couch with the cushions missing and its overstuffed arms dusted with frost.


  They drove past the neighborhoods of Lousetown and Alligator Acres, the Alaska Commercial Company store, the medical center where Yup’ik Eskimos received free treatment. They passed White Alice, a huge curved structure that resembled a drive-in movie screen but that actually was a radar system built during the Cold War. Daniel had broken into it a hundred times as a kid—climbed up through the pitch-black center to sit on top and get drunk on Windsor Whiskey.


  “Okay,” he told the cab driver. “You can stop here.”


  The Long House Inn was covered with ravens. There were at least a dozen on the roof, and another group battled around the remains of a torn Hefty bag in the Dumpster off to the side. Daniel paid the driver and stared at the renovated building. When he’d left, it was on the verge of being condemned.


  There were three snow machines parked out front, something Daniel filed away in the recesses of his mind. He’d need one, after he figured out what direction to head to find Trixie. He could hotwire one of these, if he still remembered how, or take the honorable route and charge one to his MasterCard. They were sold in the Alaska Commercial store, at the end of the dairy aisle, past the $6.99 gallons of milk.


  “Did you know a group of ravens is called an unkindness?” Laura said, coming to stand beside him.


  He looked at her. For some reason, the space between them seemed smaller in Alaska. Or maybe you just had to get far enough away from the scene of a crime to start to forget the details. “Did you know,” he replied, “that ravens like Thai food better than anything else?”


  Laura’s eyes lit up. “You win.”


  A banner had been strung across the doorway: K300 HEADQUARTERS. Daniel walked inside, stamping his boots to get the snow off. He’d been a kid when this dogsled race was just getting organized, when locals like Rick Swenson and Jerry Austin and Myron Angst-man had won the pot of a few thousand dollars. Now the winnings were $20,000, and the mushers who came were stars with corporate backing for their dog kennels—Jeff King and Martin Buser and DeeDee Jonrowe.


  The room was crowded. A knot of native kids sat on the floor, drinking cans of Coke and passing around a comic book. Two women answered phones, another was carefully printing the latest splits on a white board. There were Yup’ik mothers carrying moon-faced babies, elderly men reading the scrapbooks of newspaper clippings, schoolgirls with blue-black braids giggling behind their hands as they helped themselves to the potluck stews and cobblers. Everyone moved pendulously in layers of winter clothing, astronauts navigating the surface of a distant planet.


  Which, Daniel thought, this might as well be.


  He walked up to the desk where the women were answering phones. “Excuse me,” he said. “I’m trying to find a teenage girl...” One woman held up a finger: Just a moment.


  He unzipped his jacket. Before they’d left, he’d packed a duffel full of winter gear; he and Laura were pretty much wearing everything they’d brought all at once. It was cold in Maine, but nothing compared to what it would be like in the Eskimo villages.


  The woman hung up. “Hi. Can I—” She broke off as the phone rang again.


  Frustrated, Daniel turned away. Impatience was a trait you developed in the lower forty-eight, an attribute that a child who grew up here didn’t possess. Time wasn’t the same on the tundra; it stretched to elastic lengths and snapped back fast when you weren’t looking. The only things that really operated on a schedule were school and church, and most Yupiit were late to those anyway.


  Daniel noticed an old man sitting on a chair, staring. He was Yup’ik, with the weathered skin of a person who’d spent his life outside. He wore green flannel pants and a fur parka. “Aliurturua,” the man whispered. I’m seeing a ghost.


  “Not a ghost.” Daniel took a step toward him. “Cama-i.”


  The man’s face wrinkled, and he reached for Daniel’s hand. “Alangruksaaqamken.” You amazed me, showing up unexpectedly.


  Daniel had not spoken Yup’ik in fifteen years, but the syllables flowed through him like a river. Nelson Charles had, in fact, taught him his very first Yup’ik words: iqalluk... fish, angsaq... boat, and terren purruaq... you suck the meat off an asshole, which is what Nelson told him to say to kids who made fun of him for being kass’aq. Daniel reached for Laura, who was watching the exchange with amazement. “Una arnaq nulirqaqa,” he said. This is my wife.


  “That kind’s pretty,” Nelson said in English. He shook her hand but didn’t look her in the eye.


  Daniel turned to Laura. “Nelson used to be a substitute teacher. When the native kids got to go on field trips to Anchorage that were subsidized by the government, I wasn’t allowed to go because I was white. So Nelson would take me on my own little field trip to check out fishnets and animal traps.”


  “Don’t teach these days,” Nelson said. “Now I’m the race marshal.”


  That would mean, Daniel realized, that Nelson had been here since the start of the K300. “Listen,” he said, and he found himself slipping back into Yup’ik because the words, thorny on his tongue and in his throat, didn’t hurt quite as much as they did in English. “Paniika tamaumauq.”


  My daughter is lost.


  He didn’t have to explain to Nelson why he thought that his child, who lived a whole country away, might have wound up in Alaska when she went missing. The Yupiit understood that the person you were when you went to sleep at night might not necessarily be the person you were when you woke up. You could have become a seal or a bear. You might have crossed into the land of the dead. You might have casually spoken a wish aloud in your dreams and then found yourself living in the middle of it.


  “She’s fourteen,” Daniel said, and he tried to describe Trixie, but he didn’t know what to say. How could her height or weight or the color of her hair convey that when she laughed, her eyes narrowed shut? That she had to have the peanut butter on the top side of the sandwich and the jelly on the bottom? That she sometimes got up and wrote poetry in the middle of the night because she’d dreamed it?


  The woman who had been on the phone stepped out from behind the table. “Sorry about that—the calls have been crazy. Anyway, the only kids coming through here I didn’t know are the Jesuit Volunteers. One girl flew in late, because of the snowstorm, but by now, they’re all up at Tuluksak, manning the checkpoint.”


  “What did she look like?” Laura asked. “The girl who was late?”


  “Skinny little thing. Black hair.”


  Laura turned to Daniel. “It’s not her.”


  “This girl didn’t have a warm coat,” the woman said. “I thought that was pretty crazy for a kid who knew she was coming to Alaska. She didn’t even have a hat.”


  Daniel remembered Trixie sitting in the passenger seat of his truck in the middle of the winter as they drove up to the high school entrance. It’s freezing out, he’d said, and he handed her a hunter-orange wool stocking cap he’d used when he was out cutting wood. Wear this. And her response: Dad, do you want people to think I’m a total freak?


  There had been times, when he lived in Akiak, that he would know things before they happened. Sometimes it was as simple as thinking of a red fox and then looking up and seeing one. Sometimes it was more profound: sensing a fight building up behind him, so that he could turn in time to throw the first punch. Once it had even wakened him out of his sleep: the sound of a gunshot and the echo of basketballs thudding when the bullet upset the cart they were stored on.


  His mother had called it coincidence, but the Yupiit wouldn’t. People’s lives were as tightly woven as a piece of lace, and pulling on one string might furrow another. And although he’d dismissed it when he was a teenager in Akiak, he recognized now the tightening of the skin at his temples, the way light moved too fast in front of his eyes a moment before he pictured his daughter, not wearing a hat, or anything else for that matter, shivering in what seemed to be a haystack.


  Daniel felt his heart jump. “I have to get to Tuluksak.”


  “Ikayurnaamken,” Nelson said. Let me help you.


  The last time he’d been here, Daniel hadn’t wanted anyone’s help. The last time he’d been here, he’d actively pushed it away. Now he turned to Nelson. “Can I borrow your snow machine?” he asked.


  •••


  The checkpoint in Tuluksak was at the school, close enough to the river for mushers to settle their dogs in straw on the banks and then walk up to the building for hot food. All mushers racing the K300 passed through Tuluksak twice—once on the way up to Aniak and once on the way back. There was a mandatory four-hour rest and vet check during one of those stops. When Trixie and Willie arrived, a team of dogs was idling without its musher down at the bank of the river, being watched over by a kid with a clipboard who asked if they’d run into anyone else on the trail. All but one of the mushers had passed through Tuluksak, detained, presumably, by the storm. No one had heard from him since he’d checked in at Akiak.


  Trixie hadn’t really spoken much to Willie this morning. She had awakened with a start a little after six A.M., noticing first that it wasn’t snowing and second that she wasn’t cold. Willie’s arm was draped over her, and his breath fell onto the nape of her neck. Most humiliating, though, was the hard thing Trixie could feel pressing up against her thigh. She had inched away from Willie, her face burning, and focused on getting herself fully dressed before he woke up and realized he had a boner.


  Willie parked outside the school and climbed off the snow machine. “Aren’t you coming in?” Trixie asked, but he was already tinkering with the engine, not seeming the least bit inclined to finesse an introduction for her. “Whatever,” she muttered under her breath, and she walked into the building.


  Directly in front of her was a trophy case that held a wooden mask decorated with feathers and fur and a loving cup with a basketball etched onto it. A tall boy with a long, horsey face was standing next to it. “You’re not Andi,” he said, surprised.


  The Jesuit Volunteers who were in charge of the checkpoint at Tuluksak were a group of college-age kids who did Peace Corps–style service work at the native clinic in Bethel. Trixie had thought Jesuits were priests—and these kids clearly weren’t. She asked Willie why they were called that, and he just shrugged.


  “I don’t know about Andi,” Trixie said. “I was just told to come here.”


  She held her breath, waiting for this boy to point a finger at her and scream Imposter! but before he could, Willie walked inside, stamping off his boots. “Hey, Willie, what’s up,” the tall boy said. Willie nodded and walked into one of the classrooms, heading toward a table set up with Crock Pots and Tupperware. He helped himself to a bowl of something and disappeared through another doorway.


  “Well, I’m Carl,” the boy said. He held out his hand.


  “Trixie.”


  “You ever done this before?”


  “Oh, sure,” Trixie lied. “Tons of times.”


  “Great.” He led her into the classroom. “Things are a little crazy right now, because we’ve got a team that just came in, but here’s a five-second orientation: First and most important, that’s where the food is.” He pointed. “The locals bring stuff all day long, and if you haven’t had any, I recommend the beaver soup. On the other side of the door where you came in is another classroom; that’s where the mushers sleep when they come in for their layover. They basically grab a mat and tell you when they want to be woken up. We rotate shifts—every half hour someone’s got to sit out on the river, which is cruel and unusual punishment in this kind of weather. If you’re the one on duty when a musher comes in, make sure you tell him his time and call it into headquarters, then show him which plywood corral has his gear in it. Right now everyone’s a little freaked out because one team hasn’t made it in since the storm.”


  Trixie listened to Carl, nodding at the right places, but he might as well have been speaking Swahili. Maybe if she watched someone else doing what she was supposed to do, she could copy when it came her turn.


  “And just so you know,” Carl said. “Mushers are allowed to drop dogs here.”


  Why? Trixie wondered. To see if they land on their feet?


  A cell phone rang, and someone called out Carl’s name. Left alone, Trixie wandered around, hoping to avoid Willie, who was doing such an effortless job of avoiding her. It seemed that the entire school consisted of two classrooms, and Trixie thought of Bethel High’s complex layout, a map she had memorized all summer before starting ninth grade.


  “You made it.”


  Trixie turned to find the vet who’d been on the bush plane with her from Anchorage. “Go figure.”


  “Well, I guess I’ll see you outside. I hear there’s a nasty case of frostbite out there with my name on it.” He zipped up his coat and waved as he walked out the door.


  Trixie was starving, but not enough to want to eat something that might have beaver in it. She gravitated toward the oil stove at the corner of the room and held her hands out in front of it. It was no warmer than Willie’s skin had been.


  “You all set?”


  As if her thoughts had conjured him, Willie was suddenly standing next to her. “For what?”


  “This.”


  “Oh, yeah,” she said. “Piece of cake.” He smirked and started to walk away. “Hey. Where are you going?”


  “Home. This is my village.”


  Until that moment, it hadn’t occurred to Trixie that she was going to be by herself again. As a teenager, she was always part of a greater whole—a family, a class, a peer group—and there was always someone sticking a nose in her business. How many times had she stormed off after a fight with her mother, yelling that she just wanted to be left alone?


  Be careful what you wish for, Trixie thought. After a single day spent on her own, here she was getting all upset about losing the company of a total stranger.


  She tried to wipe all the emotion off her face, so that it reflected back at Willie the same indifference he was showing her. Then she remembered she was still wearing a coat that belonged to someone he knew, and she struggled to unfasten it.


  Willie pushed her hands away from the zipper. “Keep it,” he said. “I’ll come back for it later.”


  She followed him out of the school building, feeling the cold rake the hair from her scalp. Willie headed toward a cluster of small houses that seemed two-dimensional, sketched in shades of smoky brown and gray. His hands were dug deep into his pockets, and he spun around so that he wouldn’t have to bear the bite of the wind. “Willie,” Trixie called out, and although he didn’t look up, he stopped walking. “Thanks.”


  He ducked his head deeper, an acknowledgment, then kept moving backward toward the village. It was exactly how Trixie felt: If she was getting anywhere on this journey, it was still the wrong way. She watched Willie, pretending she could see him even when she couldn’t, until she was distracted by the sound of barking near the river.


  The JV they’d seen when they pulled up in their snow-go was still on the ice, watching over the same dog team, which panted in small frosty bites of punctuation. He grinned when he saw Trixie and passed her the clipboard. “Are you my relief? It’s brutal out here. Hey, listen, Finn Hanlon’s up taking a leak while the vet finishes checking out the team.”


  “What do I have to do?” Trixie said, but the boy was already halfway up the hill, making a beeline for the warmth of the school. Trixie looked around, nervous. The vet was too busy to pay attention to her, but there were a few native kids kicking a Sprite can, and their parents, who hopped from foot to foot to ward off the cold and talked about who would win the race this year.


  The lead dog looked tired. Trixie couldn’t blame the poor thing; she’d traveled the same route on the back of a snow machine and it had nearly killed her; what would it be like to do that barefoot and naked? Taking a glance at the vet—he could keep an eye out, just in case that last musher came in, couldn’t he?—she walked away from the team to a set of plywood lockers. Rummaging inside one, she grabbed a handful of kibble and walked back to the husky. She held out her palm, and the dog’s tongue, rough and warm, rasped against her skin to devour the treat.


  “Jesus,” a voice yelled. “You trying to get me disqualified?”


  Staring down at her was a musher wearing a bib with the number 12 on it. She glanced at her clipboard: FINN HANLON.


  “You’re feeding my dogs!”


  “S-sorry,” Trixie stammered. “I thought—”


  Ignoring her, Hanlon turned to the vet. “What’s the verdict?”


  “He’s going to be fine, but not if you race him.” The vet stood up, wiped his hands on his coat.


  The musher knelt beside the dog and rubbed him between the ears, then unhooked his traces. “I’m dropping him,” he said, handing the neck line to Trixie. She held it and watched Hanlon reconfigure the tug line of the dog that had been Juno’s partner, so that the sled would pull straight. “Sign me out,” he ordered, and he stepped on the runners of his sled, holding on to the handle bow. “All right,” he called, and the team loped north along the river, gaining speed, as the spectators on the bank cheered.


  The vet packed up his bag. “Let’s get Juno comfortable,” he said, and Trixie nodded, holding the neck line like a leash as she started to walk the dog toward the school building.


  “Very funny,” the vet said.


  She turned around to find him in front of a stake hammered into the grass along the edge of the river. “But it’s so cold out here...”


  “You noticed? Tie him up, and I’ll get the straw.”


  Trixie clipped the dog’s neck line onto the stake. The vet returned, carrying a slice of hay in his arms. “You’d be surprised how cozy this is,” he said, and Trixie thought of the night she’d spent with Willie.


  A current suddenly energized the small tangle of spectators, and they began to point to the spot on the horizon where the river became a vanishing point. Trixie gripped the clipboard with her mittened hands and looked at the pinprick in the distance.


  “It’s Edmonds!” a Yup’ik boy cried. “He made it!”


  The vet stood up. “I’ll go tell Carl,” he said, and he left Trixie to fend for herself.


  The musher was wearing a white parka that came down to his knees and the number 06 on his bib. “Whoa,” he called out, and his malamutes slowed to a stop, panting. The swing dog—the one closest to the sled—curled up like a fiddlehead on the ice and closed her eyes.


  The children spilled over the riverbank, tugging at the musher’s coat. “Alex Edmonds! Alex Edmonds!” they shouted. “Do you remember me from last year?”


  Edmonds brushed them off. “I have to scratch,” he said to Trixie.


  “Um. Okay,” she answered, and she wondered why he thought he had to make an itch common knowledge. But Edmonds took the clipboard out of her hands and drew a line through his name. He handed it back and pulled the sleeping bag off the basket of the sled, revealing an old Yup’ik man who reeked of alcohol and who was shaking even as he snored. “I found him on the trail. He must have passed out during the storm. I gave him mouth to mouth last night to get him breathing again, but the weather was too bad to get him back to the medical center in Bethel. This was the closest checkpoint... can someone help me get him inside?”


  Before Trixie could run up to the school, she saw Carl and the other volunteers hurrying down to the river. “Holy cow,” Carl said, staring at the drunk. “You probably saved his life.”


  “Whatever that’s worth,” Edmonds replied.


  Trixie watched the other volunteers drag the old man out of the dogsled and carry him up to the school. The bystanders whispered and clucked to each other, snippets of conversation in Yup’ik and English that Trixie caught: Edmonds used to be an EMT... Kingurauten Joseph ought to pay for this... damn shame. One Yup’ik woman with owl eyeglasses and a tiny bow of a mouth came up to Trixie. She leaned over the clipboard and pointed to the line splitting Edmonds’s name. “I had ten bucks riding on him to win,” she complained.


  With all the dog teams accounted for, the onlookers dispersed, heading into the village where Willie had gone. Trixie wondered if he was related to any of those little kids who’d been cheering for Edmonds. She wondered what he’d done when he got home. Drunk orange juice out of the container, like she might have? Taken a shower? Lay down on his bed, thinking of her?


  Just as suddenly as all the activity had arrived, there was nobody on the bank of the river. Trixie looked north, but she couldn’t see Finn Hanlon and his team anymore. She looked south, but she couldn’t tell where she and Willie had come from. The sun had climbed almost directly overhead, washing out the ice so that it made her eyes burn even to pick out the trail from the field of white.


  Trixie sank down beside Juno on the straw and scratched the dog’s head with her glove. The husky stared up at her with one brown eye and one blue, and when he panted, it looked like he was smiling. Trixie imagined what it was like to be a sled dog, to have to pull your weight or realize you’d be left behind. She pictured how it would feel to trust your instincts in a strange land, to know the difference between where you had been and where you were going.


  •••


  When the river froze in the winter, it got its own highway number, and at any given time you would see rusted trucks and dogsled teams driving over the ice in no particular direction or parallel course. Like most Yup’ik Eskimos, Nelson didn’t believe in a helmet or goggles; to brace himself against the wind on the old man’s snow machine, Daniel had to crouch down close to the windshield. Laura sat behind him, her face buried against the back of his coat.


  In the middle of the river was a stationary white truck. As Daniel slowed the snow-go, he could feel Laura relax—she was freezing, even if she wasn’t complaining. “This must be a checkpoint,” he said, and he got off the machine with his thighs still thrumming from the power of the engine.


  A dreadlocked white woman unrolled the driver’s side window. “Kingurauten Joseph, for the love of God, go pass out in someone else’s backyard.”


  Kingurauten was Yup’ik for too late. Daniel pulled down the neck warmer that covered his nose and mouth. “I think you’ve got me confused with someone else,” he began, and then realized that he knew the woman in the truck. “Daisy?” he said hesitantly.


  Crazy Daisy, that was what they’d called her when she used to run the mail out to the native villages by dogsled back when Daniel was a kid. She frowned at him. “Who the hell are you?”


  “Daniel Stone,” he said. “Annette Stone’s son.”


  “That wasn’t the name of Annette’s kid. He was—”


  “Wassilie,” Daniel finished.


  Daisy scratched her scalp. “Didn’t you bug out of here because—”


  “Nah,” Daniel lied. “I just left for college.” It was common knowledge that Crazy Daisy had gotten that way by running with Timothy Leary’s crowd in the sixties, and that she’d pretty much fried the functioning parts of her brain. “Did you happen to see a snow-go pass by here with a kass’aq girl and a Yup’ik boy?”


  “This morning?”


  “Yeah.”


  Daisy shook her head. “Nope. Sorry.” She jerked her thumb toward the back of the truck. “You want to come in and warm up? I got coffee and Snickers bars.”


  “Can’t,” Daniel said, lost in thought. If Trixie hadn’t come past Akiak, then how had he missed her on the trail?


  “Maybe later,” Daisy yelled, as he turned the ignition on the snow machine again. “I’d love to catch up.”


  Daniel pretended not to hear her. But as he circled around the truck, Daisy started waving like a madwoman, trying to get his attention. “No one’s passed by this morning,” she said, “but a girl and boy came through last night, before the storm hit.”


  Daniel didn’t answer, just gunned the engine and drove up the riverbank into Akiak, the town he’d run away from fifteen years earlier. The Washeteria—the place they’d gone with their laundry and for showers—was now a convenience store and video rental shop. The school was still a squat, serviceable gray building; the house beside it where he’d grown up had two dogs staked out front. Daniel wondered who lived there now, if it was still the schoolteacher, if she had children. If basketballs still sometimes started to bounce in the gymnasium without being set in motion, if the last one to lock up the school building ever saw the old principal who’d killed himself, still hanging from the crossbeam in the only classroom.


  He stopped in front of the house next door to the school, a shack with a slight pedigree. A snow-go sat in front of the building, and an aluminum boat peeked out from beneath a blue tarp. Paper snow-flakes had been taped to the windows, as well as a red metallic crucifix. “Why are we stopping?” Laura asked. “What about Trixie?”


  He got off the snow machine and turned to her. “You’re not coming with me.”


  She wasn’t used to this kind of cold, and he couldn’t slow down for her and risk losing Trixie for good. And a part of him wanted to be alone when he found Trixie. There was so much he needed to explain.


  Laura stared at him, struck dumb. Her eyebrows had frosted over, her eyelashes were matted together with ice, and when she finally spoke, her sentence rose like a white banner between them. “Please don’t do this,” she said, starting to cry. “Take me with you.”


  Daniel pulled her into his arms, assuming that Laura thought this was a punishment, retribution for leaving him behind when she had her affair. It made her seem vulnerable; it made him remember how easy it was for them to still hurt each other. “If we had to walk through hell to find Trixie, I’d follow you. But this is a different kind of hell, and I’m the one who knows where he’s going. I’m asking you... I’m begging you to trust me.”


  Laura opened her mouth, and what might have been a reply came out only as a smoke ring full of what she could not say. Trust was exactly what they no longer had between them. “I can go faster if I don’t have to worry about you,” he said.


  Daniel saw true fear in her eyes. “You’ll come back?” she asked.


  “We both will.”


  Laura glanced around at the rutted street with snow-go tracks, at the public water receptacles at the base of the street. The community was silent, windswept, frigid. It looked, Daniel knew, like a dead end.


  “Come with me.” He led Laura up the set of wooden stairs and opened the door without knocking, entering a little antechamber. There were plastic bags stuck on nails in the frame overhead, and stacks of newspaper. A pair of boots toppled to the right, and a tanned hide was stretched on the back wall, beside the door that led into the house. Lying on the linoleum was a severed moose hoof and a half rack of frozen ribs.


  Laura stepped hesitantly over them. “Is this... is this where you used to live?”


  The interior door opened, revealing a Yup’ik woman about sixty years old, holding an infant in her arms. She took one look at Daniel and backed away, her eyes bright with tears.


  “Not me,” Daniel said. “Cane.”


  •••


  Charles and Minnie Johnson, the parents of Daniel’s one and only childhood friend, treated him with the same sort of deference they might have given any other ghost who sat down at their kitchen table to share a cup of coffee. Charles’s skin was as dark and lined as a cinnamon stick; he wore creased jeans and a red western shirt and called Daniel Wass. His eyes were clouded with cataracts, as if life were something poured into a body, a vessel that could hold only so much before memories floated across the windows of consciousness.


  “It’s been a long time,” Charles said.


  “Yes.”


  “You’ve been living Outside?”


  “With my family.”


  There was a long silence. “We wondered when you’d come home,” Minnie said.


  The Yupiit did not speak of the dead, and because of that, neither would Daniel. But he had less practice with silence. In a Yup’ik household, ten minutes might pass between a question and the answer. Sometimes you didn’t even have to reply out loud; it was enough to be thinking your response.


  They sat around the kitchen table in the quiet, until a young woman walked through the front door. She was clearly Minnie’s daughter—they had the same wide smile and smooth hickory skin—but Daniel remembered her only as a young girl who liked to story-knife—using a butter knife in the soft mud to illustrate the tales she’d tell. Now, though, she held in her arms her own fat, squirming baby, who took one look at Laura and pointed at her and laughed.


  “Sorry,” Elaine said shyly. “He’s never seen anyone with that color hair before.” She unwound her scarf and unzipped her coat, then did the same for the baby.


  “Elaine, this is Wass,” Charles said. “He lived here a long time ago.”


  Daniel stood at the introduction, and when he did, the baby reached for him. He grinned, catching the boy as he twisted out of his mother’s arms. “And who’s this?”


  “My son,” Elaine said. “His name’s Cane.”


  •••


  Elaine lived in the same house as her parents, along with her two older children and her husband. So did her sister Aurora, who was seventeen years old and heavily pregnant. There was a brother, too, in his late twenties; Laura could see him in the only bedroom in the house, feverishly playing Nintendo.


  On the kitchen table was a hunk of frozen meat in a bowl—if Laura had to guess, she would have said it was intimately related to the moose parts in the arctic entry. There was a stove but no sink. Instead, a fifty-five-gallon drum in the corner of the kitchen area was filled with water. Dusty ice-fishing lures and antique hand-carved kayak paddles were suspended from the ceiling; five-gallon buckets filled with lard and dried fish were stacked beside the threadbare couch. The walls were covered with religious paraphernalia: programs from church services, plaques of Jesus and Mary, calendars printed with the feast days of saints. Anywhere there was a spare square of paneling, a photograph had been tacked: recent pictures of the baby, old school portraits of Elaine and Aurora and their brother, the boy Daniel had been accused of murdering.


  There was a curious irony to being left behind here, even if the very thought of it made Laura break into a sweat. She kept remembering what Daniel had said about the Alaskan bush: It was a place where people tended to disappear. What did that bode for Trixie, or for Daniel? And what might it mean for Laura herself?


  In Maine, when Laura’s life had been jolted off course, it had been terrifying and unfamiliar. Here, though, she had no standard for comparison—and not knowing what came next was the norm. She didn’t know why no one would look her in the eye, why the boy playing video games hadn’t come out to introduce himself, why they even had state-of-the-art video equipment when the house itself was little more than a shed, why a family that at one point had believed you’d killed their son would welcome you into their home. The world had been turned inside out, and she was navigating by the feel of its seams.


  Daniel was speaking quietly to Charles, telling him about Trixie. “Excuse me,” Laura said, leaning toward Minnie. “Could I use your restroom?”


  Minnie pointed down the hall. At its end was a flattened cardboard refrigerator box, erected like a screen. “Laura,” Daniel said, getting to his feet.


  “I’m fine!” she said, because she thought if she could make Daniel believe it, then maybe he’d convince her of it as well. She slipped behind the screen, and her jaw dropped. There was no bathroom; there wasn’t even a toilet. Only a white bucket—like the ones in the living room that stored dried fish—with a toilet seat balanced on top of it.


  She peeled off her ski pants and squatted, holding her breath the whole time, praying nobody was listening. When Laura and Daniel had moved in together, there had still been a certain shyness between them. After all, she was pregnant, and that had speeded along a relationship that might have otherwise taken years to reach that level of commitment. Laura could remember Daniel separating his laundry from hers for the first few months, for example. And she had studiously avoided going to the bathroom if Daniel happened to be in there taking a shower.


  She couldn’t recall when, exactly, all their shirts and jeans and underwear had mixed in the washer together. Or when she’d been able to pee while he was two feet away from her, brushing his teeth. It was simply what happened when the histories of two people dovetailed into one.


  Laura straightened her clothes—washing her hands wasn’t even an option—and stepped out from behind the partition. Daniel was waiting for her in the narrow hallway. “I should have warned you about the honey bucket.”


  She thought of how Daniel couldn’t bear to run the dishwasher if it wasn’t overflowing, how his showers lasted less than five minutes. She’d always considered it thrifty; now she saw that when you grew up with water as a luxury and plumbing a distant wish, it might simply be a habit too deeply rooted to break.


  “I need to get going,” Daniel said.


  Laura nodded. She wanted to smile at him, but she couldn’t find it in herself. So much could happen between now and the next time she saw him. She wrapped her arms around Daniel and buried her face against his chest.


  He led her into the kitchen, where he shook Charles’s hand and spoke in Yup’ik: “Quyana. Piurra.”


  When Daniel walked into the arctic entry, Laura followed. She stood at the front door, watching him start the snow machine and climb aboard. He lifted one hand, a farewell, and mouthed words he knew she would not hear over the roar of the engine.


  I love you.


  “I love you, too,” Laura murmured, but by then, all that remained of Daniel was what he’d left behind: a trail of exhaust, hatched tracks in the snow, and a truth neither of them had spoken for some time.


  •••


  Bartholemew stared at the sheet of results that Skipper Johanssen had given him. “How sure are you?” he asked.


  Skipper shrugged. “As sure as this particular typing can be. One-hundredth of one percent of the world’s population has the same mito DNA profile as your suspect. You’re talking about six hundred thousand people, any of whom could have been at the scene of the crime.”


  “But that also suggests that ninety-nine point ninety-nine percent of the population wasn’t there.”


  “Correct. At least not based on that piece of hair you found on the victim.”


  Bartholemew stared at her. “And Trixie Stone doesn’t fall into that ninety-nine point ninety-nine percent?”


  “Nope.”


  “So I can’t exclude Trixie Stone.”


  “Not mitochondrially speaking.”


  The odds were looking better, when you glanced at them from this angle, Bartholemew thought. “Even though Max said—”


  “No insult to Max, but no court is going to put stock in an analysis done by the human eye, as compared to a validated scientific test like mine.” Skipper smiled at him. “I think,” she said, “you’ve got yourself a suspect.”


  •••


  The Johnsons were addicted to the Game Show Network. They especially liked Richard Dawson, who kissed anything on two legs while hosting Family Feud. “One day,” Minnie kept saying, elbowing her husband, “I’m gonna run away with Richard.”


  “He’ll run, all right, when he sees you coming after him.” Charles laughed.


  They had a satellite dish, a flat-screen TV, a PlayStation and a GameCube, as well as a DVD/VCR player and a stereo system that would have put Laura’s own to shame. Roland, the antisocial brother, had bought all the equipment with his check this year from the Alaska Permanent Fund—the dividends on oil that every Alaskan was paid by the government since 1984. The Johnsons had lived the entire year on the $1,100 of Charles’s check alone, supplemented by hunting expeditions for caribou and dried salmon caught during the summer at fish camp. Roland had told her that Akiak residents could even get wireless Internet for free—they qualified for government-funded technology because they were both rural and native—but that no one could afford it. A person had to have a computer first, which would cost nearly a whole year’s Permanent Fund check.


  When Laura had had her fill of Richard Dawson, she put on her coat and walked outside. On a telephone pole, someone had nailed a basketball hoop; the ball itself was half buried in a hummock of snow. She pulled it free and bounced it, amazed at how the sound echoed. Here there were no lawn mowers or blaring radios or rap music. No slamming of SUV doors, no clatter of kids spilling out of a school bus, no hum from a nearby highway. It was the sort of place where you could hear the tumblers of your mind falling into place as you pieced thought together, as you tried to match it to action.


  Although Laura knew without a doubt that Trixie had not murdered Jason, she didn’t understand what had made her daughter run away. Was Trixie just scared? Or did she know more about what had happened that night than she’d let on?


  Laura wondered if it was possible to run away forever. Daniel had certainly managed to do it. She knew that his childhood had been foreign, but she never could have envisioned something as stark as this. If she’d believed that there was a vast dichotomy between the man she’d met in college and the one she lived with now—well, there was an even greater gap between who Daniel had been when she met him and where he had started. It made Laura wonder where all of Daniel’s jettisoned personalities had gone. It made her wonder if you could know a person only at a single moment in time, because a year from now or a day from now, he might be different. It made her wonder if everyone reinvented himself or herself, if that was as natural as other animals shedding skin.


  If she was going to be honest now—and wasn’t it time for that, already?—Laura would have to admit that Trixie had changed, too. She had wanted to believe that behind that closed bedroom door, her daughter was still playing God with the denizens of her doll-house; but in fact Trixie had been keeping secrets, and pushing boundaries, and turning into someone Laura didn’t recognize.


  On the other hand, Daniel had been keeping a vigil for Trixie’s metamorphosis. He’d been so nervous about the thought of their daughter getting older, taking on the world, being flattened by it. As it turned out, though, Trixie had grown up during the one instant Daniel had turned away, momentarily distracted by his wife’s betrayal.


  It wasn’t what you didn’t know about the people you loved that would shock you; it was what you didn’t want to admit about yourself.


  When the door opened, Laura jumped, her thoughts scattering like a flock of crows. Charles stood on the steps, smoking a pipe. “You know what it means if you go outside and there are no Yupiit around?”


  “No.”


  “That it’s too damn cold to be standing here.” He took the basketball from Laura’s hands and sank a neat basket; together they watched it roll into a neighbor’s yard.


  Laura dug her hands into her pockets. “It’s so quiet,” she said. How ironic, she thought, to make conversation about the lack of it.


  Charles nodded. “Every now and again someone will move to Bethel, and then come back because it’s too loud. Down there, there’s too much going on.”


  It was hard to imagine this: Bethel was the last place Laura would ever have considered a metropolis. “New York City would probably make their heads explode.”


  “I was there once,” Charles said, surprising her. “Oh, I been lots of places you wouldn’t think: to California, and to Georgia, when I was in the army. And to Oregon, when I went to school.”


  “College?”


  Charles shook his head. “Boarding school. Back before they made it a law to have education in every village, the government used to ship us off to learn the same things the whites did. You could pick your school—there was one in Oklahoma, but I went to Chemawa in Oregon because my cousins were already there. I got sick like you can’t imagine, eating all that white food... melting in that heat. One time I even got in trouble for trying to snare a rabbit with one of my shoelaces.”


  Laura tried to imagine what it would be like to be sent away from the only home you’d ever known, just because somebody else thought it was best for you. “You must have hated it.”


  “Back then, I did,” Charles said. He dumped the contents of his pipe and kicked snow over the embers. “Now, I’m not so sure. Most of us came back home, but we got to see what else was out there and how those folks lived. Now some kids don’t ever leave the village. The only kass’aqs they meet are teachers, and the only teachers who come up here either can’t get hired in their own towns or are running away from something—not exactly role models. The kids today, they all talk about getting out of the village, but then when they do, it’s like Bethel—only a hundred times worse. People move too fast and talk too much, and before you know it, they come back to a place they don’t want to be—except now they know there’s nowhere left to run.” Charles glanced at Laura, then tucked the pipe into his coat pocket. “That’s how it was for my son.”


  She nodded. “Daniel told me about him.”


  “He wasn’t the first. The year before him, a girl took pills. And earlier still, two ball players hanged themselves.”


  “I’m sorry,” Laura said.


  “I knew all along that Wass wasn’t the one who killed Cane. Cane would have done that, no matter what, all by himself. Some people, they get down in a hole so deep they can’t figure out what to hold on to.”


  And some people, Laura thought, make the choice to let go.


  Although it was only two o’clock, the sun was already sagging against the horizon. Charles headed back up the steps. “I know this place must seem like Mars to you. And that you and me, we’re about as different as different could be. But I also know what it feels like to lose a child.” He turned at the top landing. “Don’t freeze to death. Wassilie’d never forgive me.”


  He left Laura outside, watching the night sky bloom. She found herself lulled by the lack of sound. It was easier than you’d think to grow accustomed to silence.


  •••


  When the Jesuit Volunteers tried to raise Kingurauten Joseph’s body temperature by cutting off his frozen clothes and covering him with blankets, they found a dove fashioned delicately out of bone, a carving knife, and three hundred dollars in his boot. This was a cash economy, Carl told Trixie. That was Joseph’s health insurance, wadded up in his sock.


  Trixie had just come in from her rotation on the riverbank, and she was still frozen to the core. “Why don’t you two warm up together?” Carl suggested, and he left her watching over the old man.


  She didn’t mind, actually. While the mushers raced from Tuluksak to Kalskag and Aniak and back, the volunteers were mostly catching some sleep. But Trixie was wide awake; she’d slept on the trail with Willie, and her body was all mixed up with jet lag. She remembered how every year when it was time to turn the clocks back, her father would insist that he was going to stay on daylight saving time and keep the extra hour, so that he’d get more work done. The problem was, when he took the additional minutes every morning, he’d conk out in front of the television earlier at night. Finally he’d give in and live on the same schedule as the rest of the world.


  She wished her father was here right now.


  “I’ve missed you,” he answered, and Trixie whirled around in the dark classroom. Her heart was pounding, but she couldn’t see anyone there.


  She looked down at Joseph. He had the broad, chiseled features of a Yup’ik and white hair that was matted down in whorls. His beard stubble glinted silver in the moonlight. His hands were folded over his chest, and Trixie thought they couldn’t have looked more different from her father’s—Joseph’s were blunt and calloused, the tools of a laborer; her father’s were smooth and long fingered and ink stained, an artist’s.


  “Aw, Nettie,” he murmured, opening his eyes. “I came back.”


  “I’m not Nettie,” Trixie said, moving away.


  Joseph blinked. “Where am I?”


  “Tuluksak. You nearly froze to death.” Trixie hesitated. “You got really drunk and passed out on the K300 trail, and a musher quit the race to bring you in here. He saved your life.”


  “Shouldn’t have bothered,” Joseph muttered.


  There was something about Joseph that seemed familiar to Trixie, something that made her want to take a second look at the lines around his eyes and the way his eyebrows arched. “You one of those juveniles for Jesus?”


  “They’re Jesuit Volunteers,” Trixie corrected. “And no. I’m not.”


  “Then who are you?”


  Well, wasn’t that the $64,000 question. Trixie couldn’t have answered that if Joseph had held a gun to her head. It wasn’t even a matter of giving her name, because that didn’t explain anything. She could remember who she used to be—that picture was like an image sealed into a snow globe, one that went fuzzy when she shook it too hard but then, if she held her breath, might see clearly. She could look down at herself now and tell you how surprised she was that she had come this distance, how strange it was to discover that lying came as easily as breathing. What she couldn’t put into words was what had happened in between to change her from one person into the other.


  Her father used to tell her the story of how, when she was eight, she’d awakened in the middle of the night with her arms and legs burning, as if they’d been tugged from their sockets. It’s growing pains, he’d told her sympathetically, and she’d burst into tears, certain that when she woke up in the morning, she’d be as big as him.


  The amazing thing was, it did happen that quickly. All those mornings in middle school she’d spent scrutinizing her chest to see if it had budded the slightest bit, all the practice kisses she’d given her bathroom mirror to make sure her nose didn’t get in the way on D-day; all the waiting for a boy to notice her—and as it turned out, growing up was just as she’d feared. One day when your alarm clock rang, you got up and realized you had someone else’s thoughts in your head... or maybe just your old ones, minus the hope.


  “Are you sure you’re not Nettie?” Joseph said when Trixie didn’t answer.


  It was the name he’d called her before. “Who is she?”


  “Well.” He turned his face to the wall. “She’s dead.”


  “Then chances are pretty good I’m not her.”


  Joseph seemed surprised. “Didn’t you ever hear about the girl who came back from the dead?”


  Trixie rolled her eyes. “You’re still trashed.”


  “A young girl died,” Joseph replied, as if she hadn’t spoken at all, “but she didn’t know it. All she knew is that she went on a journey and reached a village. Her grandmother was at the village, too, and they lived together there. Every now and then, they went to another village, where the girl’s father would give her fur parkas. What she didn’t know was that he was really giving them to her namesake, the girl who’d been born just after his daughter had died.”


  Joseph sat up gingerly, sending a potent wave of alcohol fumes toward Trixie. “One day, they were going home from that other village, and the girl’s grandmother said she’d forgotten some things. She asked the girl to go get them. She told her that if she came to a fallen evergreen tree, even though it might look like she could go under it or around it, she had to go over it instead.”


  Trixie folded her arms, listening in spite of her best intentions.


  “The girl backtracked to the village, and sure enough, she came to a fallen tree. She tried to do what her grandmother had told her, but when she climbed over it she tripped, and that was the last thing she remembered. She couldn’t figure out the way back to her grandmother, and she started to cry. Just then, a man from the village came out of the qasgiq and heard weeping. He followed the noise and saw the girl who had died years ago. He tried to grab on to her, but it was like holding only air.”


  Of course, Trixie thought. Because the more you changed, the less of you there was.


  “The man rubbed his arms with food, and then he could grab her, even when the girl fought him. He carried her into the qasgiq, but they kept rising off the floorboards. An elder rubbed the girl with drippings from a seal oil lamp, and then she was able to stand without floating away. They all saw that this girl was the same one who had died. She was wearing the parkas her father had given to her namesake, all those years. And wouldn’t you know it, after she came back, her namesake died not long after that.” Joseph pulled the blanket up to his chest. “She lived to be an old woman,” he said. “She told people what it had been like in Pamaalirugmiut—the place back there, obscured from their view.”


  “Oh really,” Trixie said, not buying a word of the story. “Let me guess: There was a white light and harp music?”


  Joseph looked at her, puzzled. “No, she used to say it was dry. People who die are always thirsty. That’s why we send the dead on their way with fresh water. And why, maybe, I’m always looking for a little something to wet my throat.”


  Trixie drew her knees into her chest, shivering as she thought of Jason. “You’re not dead.”


  Joseph sank back down on the mat. “You’d be surprised,” he said.


  •••


  “It’s not too cold to keep me from going for a walk,” Aurora Johnson said to Laura in perfect, unaccented English, and she stood there, waiting for Laura to respond, as if she’d asked her a question.


  Maybe Aurora wanted someone to talk to and didn’t know how to ask. Laura could understand that. She got to her feet and reached for her coat. “Do you mind company?”


  Aurora smiled and pulled on a jacket that fell to her knees but managed to zip up over her swollen belly. She stepped into boots with soles as thick as a fireman’s and headed outside.


  Laura fell into step beside her, moving briskly against the cold. It had been two hours since Daniel had left, and the afternoon was pitch-dark now—there were no streetlamps lighting their way, no glow from a distant highway. From time to time the green cast of a television set inside a house would rise like a spirit in the window, but for the most part, the sky was an unbroken navy velvet, the stars so thick you could cut through them with a sweep of your arm.


  Aurora’s hair was brown, streaked with orange. Long tendrils blew out from the edges of her parka’s hood. She was only three years older than Trixie, yet she was on the verge of giving birth. “When are you due?” Laura asked.


  “My BIB date is January tenth.”


  “BIB date?”


  “Be-in-Bethel,” Aurora explained. “If you live in the villages and you’re pregnant, you have to move into the prematernal home in the city six weeks or so before you’re due. That way, the docs have you where they need you. Otherwise, if there’s some kind of complication, the medical center has to get the anguyagta to fly in a Blackhawk. It costs the National Guard ten thousand bucks a pop.” She glanced at Laura. “Do you just have the one? Baby, I mean?”


  Laura nodded, bowing her head as she thought of Trixie. She hoped that wherever Trixie was now, it was warm. That someone had given her a bite to eat, or a blanket. She hoped that Trixie was leaving markers the way she had learned ages ago in Girl Scouts—a twig broken here, a cairn of rocks there.


  “Minnie’s my second mom, you know,” Aurora said. “I was adopted out. Families are like that here. If a baby dies, your sister or aunt might give you her own. After Cane died, I was born and my mom sent me to be Minnie’s daughter too.” She shrugged. “I’m adopting out this baby to my biological mom’s cousin.”


  “You’re just going to give it away?” Laura said, shocked.


  “I’m not giving her away. I’m making it so she’ll have both of us.”


  “What about the father?” Laura asked. “Are you still involved with him?”


  “I see him about once a week,” Aurora said.


  Laura stopped walking. She was talking to a Yup’ik girl who was heavily pregnant, but she was seeing Trixie’s face and hearing Trixie’s voice. What if Laura had been around when Trixie had met Jason, instead of having her own affair? Would Trixie have ever dated him? Would she have been as crushed when they broke up? Would she have been at Zephyr’s house the night of the party? Would she have gotten raped?


  For every action, there was an opposite reaction. But maybe you could undo your wrongs by keeping someone else from making the same mistakes of misjudgment. “Aurora,” Laura said slowly, “I’d love to meet him. Your boyfriend.”


  The Yup’ik girl beamed. “Really? Now?”


  “That would be great.”


  Aurora grabbed her hand and dragged her through the streets of Akiak. When they reached a long, low gray building, Aurora clattered up the wooden ramp. “I just need to stop off at the school for a sec,” she said.


  The doors were unlocked, but there was nobody inside. Aurora flipped on a light switch and hurried into an adjoining room. Laura unzipped her jacket and glanced toward the gymnasium on the right, its polished wooden floors gleaming. If she looked closely, would she still see Cane’s blood? Could she retrace the steps Daniel had taken all those years ago, when he ran away and into her own life?


  Laura was distracted by the sound of... well, it couldn’t be a toilet flushing, could it? She pushed through the door that Aurora had entered, marked Nas’ak. Aurora was standing in front of a serviceable white porcelain sink with running water. “That one’s sitting on my bladder,” Aurora said, smiling.


  “There’s plumbing here?” Laura glanced around. On the upper lip of the bathroom stall, various items of clothing had been draped: bras and panties, long-sleeved T-shirts, socks.


  “Just in the school,” Aurora said. “On any given day, the line’ll be out the door with girls waiting to wash their hair. This is the only place it won’t freeze solid.”


  She gave Laura a chance to use the facilities—use wasn’t really the word as much as relish or give thanks for—and then they struck outside again. “Does your boyfriend live far away?” Laura asked, wondering what might happen if Daniel returned to find her missing.


  “He’s just over that hill,” Aurora said, but as they crested the rise, Laura didn’t see any homes at all. She followed Aurora inside a picket fence, careful to stay on the trodden path instead of hiking through the drifts that were hip-high. In the dark, it took her a moment to realize that they were walking to the far end of a tiny cemetery, one scattered with white wooden crosses that were almost entirely buried in snow.


  Aurora stopped at a cleared grave. A name was engraved on the wooden cross: ARTHUR M. PETERSON, June 5, 1982–March 30, 2005. “He was mushing, but it was the end of March, and he went through the ice. His lead dog chewed through the lead and came to our house. I knew the minute I saw the dog that something was wrong, but by the time we got to the river, Art and the sled had both gone under.” She faced Laura. “Three days later I found out I was pregnant.”


  “I’m so sorry.”


  “Don’t be,” Aurora said, matter-of-fact. “He was probably drinking when he went out on the trail, like usual.” As she spoke, though, she leaned down and gently swept the cross clean of its most recent dusting of snow.


  Laura turned away to give Aurora privacy and saw one other grave that had been carefully cleared. In front of the marker was a collection of ivory—full mammoth tusks and partial ones, some nearly as tall as the wooden cross. On each tusk, numerous flowers had been carved in exquisite detail: roses and orchids and peonies, lupine and forget-me-nots and lady’s slippers. It was a garden that had been bleached of its color and none of its beauty, flowers that would never die, flowers that could bloom even in the most inhospitable climate.


  She imagined the artist who’d crafted these, walking through sleet and hail and ice storms to plant this endless garden. It was exactly the sort of romance and passion she would have expected of Seth, who had tucked poems into the flustered leaves of her date book and the prim mouth of her change purse.


  Wistfully, Laura let herself imagine what it was like to be loved that deeply. She envisioned a wooden cross labeled with her own name. She saw someone fighting the elements to bring gifts to her grave. But when she pictured the man weeping over what he’d lost, it wasn’t Seth.


  It was Daniel.


  Laura brushed the snow off the marker, wanting to know the identity of the woman who had inspired such devotion.


  “Oh, I was going to show you that one,” Aurora said, just as Laura read the name: ANNETTE STONE. Daniel’s mother.


  •••


  Trixie had gone AWOL. She couldn’t say why she felt guilty about this, especially since it wasn’t like she was really supposed to be working the Tuluksak checkpoint in the first place. She ran beside Willie in the dark, small puffs of her breath leaving a dissipating trail.


  As promised, Willie had come back to the school, although Trixie hadn’t really expected him to. She had planned to leave his coat behind with one of the volunteers when she got ready to leave—whenever and toward wherever that would be. But Willie had arrived while Trixie was still babysitting Joseph. He’d knelt down on the other side of the snoring old man and shook his head. He knew Joseph—apparently everyone did in an eight-village radius, since Joseph didn’t discriminate when it came to where he’d go on a bender. The Yupiit called him Kingurauten—Too Late—Joseph because he’d promised a woman he’d return, only to turn up a week after she’d died.


  Willie had come to invite Trixie to steam. She didn’t know what that meant, but it sounded heavenly after shivering for nearly two days straight. She’d followed Willie, tiptoeing past Joseph, past the sleeping Jesuit Volunteers, and out the front door of the school.


  They ran. The night was spread like icing over the dome of the sky; stars kept falling at Trixie’s feet. It was hard to tell if it was the uncovered beauty of this place that took her breath away, or the seize of the cold. Willie slowed when they came to a narrow road lined with tiny homes. “Are we going to your house?” Trixie asked.


  “No, my dad’s there, and when I left he was drinking. We’re going to my cousin’s. He was having a steam with some of his buddies, but they’re leaving for a city league basketball game downriver.”


  Several dogs that were chained up outside houses started to bark. Willie fumbled for her hand, probably to get her to move faster, but if that was the intent it didn’t work. Everything slowed inside Trixie: her heartbeat, her breathing, her blood.


  Although Janice had tried to tell her otherwise, Trixie had believed she would never want another guy to lay hands on her again. But when Willie touched her, she couldn’t really remember what it had felt like to touch Jason. It was almost as if one canceled out the other. She knew this: Willie’s skin was smoother than Jason’s. His hand was closer to hers in size. The muscles in his forearms weren’t thick, the product of a million slap shots—they were lean and ropy, almost sculpted. It made no sense, given their upbringings, but she had this weird feeling that she and Willie were equals, that neither of them was in control, because they were both so skittish in each other’s company.


  They stopped behind one of the houses. Through the buttery light of the windows, Trixie could see a sparse living room, a single couch, and a few young men putting on their coats and boots. “Come on,” Willie said, and he tugged her away.


  He opened the door to a wooden shack not much bigger than an outhouse. It was divided into two rooms—they had entered the larger one; the other room lay through the closed door directly ahead of Trixie. Once the sound of his cousin’s snow machine winnowed away, Willie shrugged out of his coat and boots, gesturing to Trixie to do the same. “The good news is, my cousin already did all the hard work tonight—hauling water and chopping wood. He built this maqi a few years ago.”


  “What do you do in it?”


  Willie grinned, and in the dark his teeth gleamed. “Sweat,” he said. “A lot. The men usually go in first, because they can handle the real heat. Women go in later.”


  “Then how come we’re here together?” Trixie asked.


  Willie ducked his head. She knew he was blushing, even if she couldn’t see it.


  “I bet you take girls here all the time,” she said, but she was only half joking, waiting for his answer.


  “I’ve never been with a girl in the steam before,” Willie said, and then he shucked off his skirt. Trixie closed her eyes, but not before she saw the bright white flash of his underwear.


  He opened a door and disappeared inside the adjoining room. Trixie waited for him to come back, but he didn’t. She heard the hiss of rising steam.


  She stared at the wooden door, wondering what was on the other side. Was he trying to show her how tough he was, by taking the real heat? What did he mean when he said that he hadn’t been with a girl in the steam before? Did he take them other places, or was that an invitation for her to follow? She felt like she had fallen into one of her father’s comic book universes, where what you said was not what you meant, and vice versa.


  Hesitantly, Trixie pulled off her shirt. The action—and Willie’s proximity—immediately made her think about playing strip poker the night of Zephyr’s party. But nobody was watching this time; there were no rules to the game; no one was telling her what she had to do. It was entirely different, she realized, when the choice was up to her.


  If she went in there in her bra and panties, that was just like wearing a bikini, wasn’t it?


  She shivered only a moment before she opened the stunted door and crawled inside.


  The heat slammed into her, a solid wall. It wasn’t just heat. It was a sauna and a steam room and a bonfire all rolled together, and then ratcheted up a notch. The floor beneath her bare feet was slick plywood. She couldn’t see, because of all the steam.


  As the clouds drifted, she could make out a fifty-five-gallon oil drum on its side with a fire burning hot in its belly. Rocks were nestled in birdcage wire on top, and a metal container of water sat beside it. Willie was hunkered down on the plywood, his knees drawn up to his chest, his skin red and blotched.


  He didn’t say anything when he saw her, and Trixie understood why—if she opened her mouth, surely her throat would burst into flame. He wasn’t wearing anything, but the region between his thighs was only a shadow, and somehow, she was the one who felt overdressed. She sat down beside him—in that small a space there wasn’t much choice—and felt him wrapping something around her head. A rag, she realized, that had been dipped in water, to cover her ears and keep them from burning. When he knotted it, the skin of his upper arm stuck to hers.


  The orange light that spilled through the cracks in the stove door illuminated Willie. His silhouette glowed, lean and feline; at that moment, Trixie wouldn’t have been surprised to see him turn into a panther. Willie reached for a ladle, a wooden stick wired to a soup can. He dipped it into the bucket of water, pouring more over the rocks and causing a fresh cloud of steam to fill the chamber. When he settled down beside Trixie, his hand was so close to hers on the plywood that their pinkies touched.


  It hurt, almost past the point of pain. The room had a pulse, and breathing was nearly impossible. Heat rose off Trixie’s skin in the shape of her soul. Perspiration ran down her back and between her legs: her entire body, crying.


  When Trixie’s lungs were about to explode, she ran through the door into the cold room again. She sat down on the floor, warmth rolling off her in waves, just as Willie burst in with a towel wrapped around his waist. He sank down beside her and passed her a jug.


  Trixie drank it without even knowing what was inside. The water cooled the lining of her throat. She passed the jug to Willie, who tipped his head back against the wall and drank deeply, the knot of his Adam’s apple following each swallow. He turned to her, grinning. “Crazy, huh?”


  She found herself laughing, too. “Totally.”


  Willie leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. “I always kind of figured that’s what Florida’s like.”


  “Florida? It’s nothing like this.”


  “You’ve been to Florida?” Willie asked, intrigued.


  “Yeah. It’s just, you know, another state.”


  “I’d like to see an orange growing on a tree. I’d pretty much like to see anything that’s somewhere other than here.” He turned to her. “What did you do when you went to Florida?”


  It was so long ago, Trixie had to think for a moment. “We went to Cape Canaveral. And Disney World.”


  Willie started picking at the wooden floor. “I bet you fit in there.”


  “Because it’s so tacky?”


  “Because you’re like that fairy. The one who hangs out with Peter Pan.”


  Trixie burst out laughing. “Tinker Bell?”


  “Yeah. My sister had that book.”


  She was about to tell him he was crazy, but then she remembered that Peter Pan was about a boy who didn’t want to grow up, and she decided she didn’t mind the comparison.


  “She was so pretty,” Willie said. “She had a light inside her.”


  Trixie stared at him. “You think I’m pretty?”


  Instead of answering, Willie got up and crawled back into the hot room. By the time she followed, he’d already poured water over the rocks. Blinded by steam, she had to find her way by touch. She drew her fingers over the rough run of the wooden floor, up the joints of the walls, and then she brushed the smooth curve of Willie’s shoulder. Before she could pull away, Willie’s hand came up to capture hers. He tugged her closer, until they were facing each other on their knees, in the heart of a cloud. “Yeah, you’re pretty,” Willie said.


  Trixie felt like she was falling. She had ugly chopped black hair and scars up and down her arms, and it was like he didn’t even notice. She looked down at their interlaced fingers—a weave of dark and pale skin—and she let herself pretend that maybe there could be a light inside of her.


  “When the first white folks came to the tundra,” Willie said, “the people here thought they were ghosts.”


  “Sometimes that’s what I think I am, too,” Trixie murmured.


  They leaned toward each other, or maybe the steam pushed them closer. And just as Trixie was certain that there wasn’t any air left in the room, Willie’s mouth closed over hers and breathed for her.


  Willie tasted like smoke and sugar. His hands settled on her shoulders, respectfully staying there even when she itched to have him touch her. When they drew back from each other, Willie looked down at the ground. “I’ve never done that before,” he confessed, and Trixie realized that when he’d said he’d never been with a girl in a steam, he’d meant that he’d never been with a girl.


  Trixie had lost her virginity a lifetime ago, back when she thought it was a prize to give to someone like Jason. They’d had sex countless times—in the backseat of his car, in his bedroom when his parents were out, in the locker room at the hockey rink after hours. But what she had done with him compared in no way to the kiss she had just experienced with Willie; it was impossible to draw a line to connect the two. She couldn’t even say that her own participation was the common denominator, because the girl she was back then was completely different from the one here now.


  Trixie leaned toward Willie, and this time, she kissed him. “Me neither,” she said, and she knew she wasn’t lying.


  •••


  When Daniel was eleven, the circus had come for the first and only time to the tundra. Bethel was the last stop for the Ford Brothers Circus, on an unprecedented tour of bush Alaska. Cane and Daniel weren’t going to miss it for the world. They worked odd jobs—painting an elder’s house, putting a new roof on Cane’s uncle’s steam bath—until they each had fifteen dollars. The flyers, which had been put up in all the village schools, including Akiak, said that admission would be eight bucks, and that left plenty of money for popcorn and souvenirs.


  Most of the village was planning to go. Daniel’s mother was going to hitch a ride with the principal, but at the last minute, Cane invited Daniel to go in his family’s boat. They sat in its belly, the aluminum sides cold against their backs and bottoms, and told each other elephant jokes on the way down.


  Why is an elephant gray, large, and wrinkled?


  Because if he was small, white, and round, he’d be an aspirin.


  Why does an elephant have a trunk?


  Because he’d look stupid with a glove compartment.


  Six thousand people from all over the delta showed up, many coming just after midnight so that they could see the MarkAir Herc fly in at dawn with the performers and the animals. The circus was going to take place at the National Guard Armory gym, with the bathrooms converted to costume changing areas. Cane and Daniel, running ragged around the edges of the activity, even got to hold a rope as the big top was pitched.


  During the show, there were trained dogs in ratty tutus, and two lions named Lulu and Strawberry. There was a leopard, which waited for its cue outside the big top, drinking from a mud puddle. There was calliope music and peanuts and cotton candy, and for the little children, an inflatable house to jump in and Shetland pony rides. When Shorty Serra came thundering out to do rope tricks with his monstrous horse, Juneau, the beast stood on his hind legs to tower over everyone, and the crowd shrieked.


  A group of Yup’ik boys sitting behind Daniel and Cane cheered, too. But when Daniel leaned over to say something to Cane, one of them spit out a slur: “Look at that: I always knew kass’aqs belonged in the circus.”


  Daniel turned around. “Shut the fuck up.”


  One Yup’ik boy turned to another. “Did you hear something?”


  “Want to feel something instead?” Daniel threatened, balling his hand into a fist.


  “Ignore them,” Cane said. “They’re assholes.”


  The ringmaster appeared, to the roar of applause. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m afraid we have some disappointing news. Our elephant, Tika, is too ill for the show. But I’m delighted to introduce... all the way from Madagascar... Florence and her Amazing Waltzing Pigeons!”


  A tiny woman in a flamenco skirt walked out with birds perched on each shoulder. Daniel turned to Cane. “How sick could an elephant be?”


  “Yeah,” Cane said. “This sucks.”


  One of the Yup’ik boys poked him. “So do you. And I guess you like white meat.”


  All of his life, Daniel had been teased by the village kids—for not having a father, for being kass’aq, for not knowing how to do native things like fish and hunt. Cane would hang out with him, but the Yup’ik boys in school let that slide, because after all, Cane was one of them.


  These boys, though, were not from his village.


  Daniel saw the look on Cane’s face and felt something break loose inside of him. He stood up, intent on leaving the big top. “Hang on,” Cane said.


  Daniel made his gaze as flat as possible. “I didn’t invite you,” he said, and he walked away.


  It didn’t take him long to find the elephant, penned up in a makeshift fence with no one to watch over it. Daniel had never seen an elephant up close; it was the one thing that he had in common with kids who lived in normal places. The elephant was limping and throwing hay in the air with its trunk. Daniel ducked under the wire and walked up to the animal, moving slowly. He touched its skin, warm and craggy, and laid his cheek along the haunch.


  The best part about his friendship with Cane was that Cane was an insider, and that made Daniel one by association. He’d never realized that it could go the other way, too, that their acquaintance might make Cane a pariah. If the only way to keep Cane from being ostracized was to stay away from him, then Daniel would.


  You did what you had to, for the people you cared about.


  The elephant swung its massive head toward Daniel. Its dark eye winked; the loose-lipped drip of its mouth worked soundlessly. But Daniel could hear the animal perfectly, and so he answered out loud: I don’t belong here either.


  •••


  It was still dark out the next morning when the cargo plane arrived, puddle-jumping from village to village to pick up the dogs that had been dropped by mushers along the trail. They’d be flown back to Bethel where a handler could pick them up.


  Willie was driving his cousin’s pickup truck to the airstrip, and Trixie was in the passenger seat. They held hands across the space between them.


  In the flatbed were all of Alex Edmonds’s dogs, Juno, and Kingurauten Joseph, who was being transported back to the medical center. Willie parked the truck and then began to pass the dogs to Trixie, who walked them over to the chain-link fence and tethered them. Every time she returned for another one, he smiled at her, and she melted as if she were back in the steam again.


  Last night, after the steam had died out, Willie bathed her with a rag dipped in warm water. He’d run the makeshift sponge right over her bra and her panties. Then they’d gone back to the cold room, and he’d toweled her dry, kneeling in front of her to get the backs of her knees and between her toes before they’d dressed each other. Fastening and tucking seemed so much more intimate than unbuttoning and unzipping, as if you were privy to putting the person back together whole, instead of unraveling him. “I have to take my uncle’s coat back,” Willie had said, but then he had given her his own lined canvas jacket.


  It smelled like him, every time Trixie buried her nose in the collar.


  The lights on the airstrip suddenly blazed, magic. Trixie whirled around, but there was no control tower anywhere nearby. “The pilots have remotes in their planes,” Willie said, laughing, and sure enough ten minutes hadn’t passed before Trixie could hear the approach of an engine.


  The plane that landed looked like the one that had flown Trixie into Bethel. The pilot—a Yup’ik boy not much older than Willie—jumped out. “Hey,” he said. “Is this all you’ve got?”


  When he opened the cargo bay, Trixie could see a dozen dogs already tethered to D rings. As Willie loaded the sled dogs, she helped Joseph climb down from the back of the pickup. He leaned on her heavily as they walked to the runway, and when he stepped into the cargo bay, the animals inside started barking. “You remind me of someone I used to know,” Joseph said.


  You already told me that, Trixie thought, but she just nodded at him. Maybe it wasn’t that he wanted her to hear it but only that he needed to say it again.


  The pilot closed up the hatch and hopped back into his plane, accelerating down the airstrip until Trixie could not tell his landing lights apart from any given star. The airstrip blinked and went black again.


  She felt Willie move closer in the dark, but before her eyes could adjust, another beacon came at them. It glinted directly into her eyes, had her shielding them from the glare with one hand. The snow machine pulled up, its engine growling before it died down completely and the driver stood up on the runners.


  “Trixie?” her father said. “Is that you?”
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  In the middle of the Alaskan tundra, staring at a daughter he could barely recognize, Daniel thought back to the moment he’d known that everything between him and Trixie was bound to change.


  It was, like so many of those minutes between a father and a little girl, unremarkable. The season might have been summertime, or it could have been fall. They might have been bundled up in winter coats, or wearing flip-flops. They could have been heading to make a deposit at the bank, or leaving the bookstore. What stuck in Daniel’s mind was the street—a busy one, in the middle of town—and the fact that he was walking down it with Trixie, holding her hand.


  She was seven. Her hair was French-braided—badly, he’d never quite gotten the hang of that—and she was trying not to walk on the breaks in the sidewalk. They reached the intersection, and like always, Daniel reached for Trixie’s hand.


  She very deliberately slipped it free and stepped away from him before she looked both ways and crossed by herself.


  It was a hairline crack, one you might never have noticed, except for the fact that it grew wider and wider, until there was a canyon between them. A child’s job, ostensibly, was to grow up. So why, when it happened, did a parent feel so disappointed?


  This time, instead of a busy street, Trixie had crossed an entire country by herself. She stood in front of Daniel, bundled in an oversized canvas coat, with a wool cap pulled over her head. Beside her was a Yup’ik boy with hair that kept falling into his eyes.


  Daniel didn’t know what was more shocking: seeing a girl he’d once carried on his shoulders and tucked into bed and wondering if she’d committed murder, or realizing that he’d hide in the Alaskan bush with Trixie for the rest of his life if that was what it took to keep her from being arrested.


  “Daddy...?” Trixie launched herself into his arms.


  Daniel felt a shudder work down his spine; relief, when you came right down to it, was not all that different from fear. “You,” he said to the boy who stood a distance apart, watching them with a guarded expression. “Who are you?”


  “Willie Moses.”


  “Can I borrow your rig?” Daniel tossed him the keys to the snow-go, a trade.


  The boy looked at Trixie as if he was about to speak, but then he dropped his gaze and walked to the snow machine. Daniel heard the lion’s growl of its engine, and the high-pitched whine as it sped away, and then led Trixie to the truck. Like most Alaskan vehicles, this one would never have passed inspection in the lower forty-eight. It was rusted clean through on the side panels; its speedometer was stuck at 88 mph, and first gear didn’t work at all. But the light over the rearview mirror did, and Daniel turned that on to scrutinize his daughter.


  With the exception of dark circles under her eyes, she seemed to be all right. Daniel reached up and pulled off her wool cap, revealing a sleek cap of black hair. “Oh,” she said when his eyes widened. “I forgot about that.”


  Daniel slid across the bench seat and pulled her into his arms. God, was there anything more solid, more right, than knowing your child was where she ought to be? “Trixie,” he said, “you scared the hell out of me.”


  He felt her grab a fistful of his coat. He had a thousand questions for her, but one sprang to the surface first, the one that he couldn’t help but ask. “Why here?”


  “Because,” Trixie murmured, “you said it’s where people disappear.”


  Daniel drew away from her slowly. “Why did you want to?”


  Her eyes filled with tears, until finally one spilled over and ran to the point of her chin. She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Daniel held on to her, as her thin body started to shake. “I didn’t do what everyone thinks...”


  Daniel threw his head back and winged a prayer to a God he’d never quite believed in: Thank you.


  “I wanted him back. I didn’t really want to fool around like Zephyr told me to, but I was willing to do anything if it got things back to the way it was before Jason broke up with me.” She swallowed hard. “When everyone left, he was so nice at first, I thought maybe it had worked. But then everything started happening so fast. I wanted to talk, and he didn’t. When he started... when we started...” She took a ragged breath. “He said that this was exactly what he needed—a friend with benefits. And that’s how I realized that he didn’t want me back. He just wanted me for fifteen minutes.”


  Daniel didn’t move. Surely if he did, he’d shatter.


  “I tried to get away, but I couldn’t. It felt like I was underwater, like when I told my arms and legs to move, they didn’t work fast enough, strong enough. He thought it was a game, me fighting just a little bit, like I was still playing hard to get. He pinned me down and...” Trixie’s skin was flushed and damp. “He said, Don’t tell me you don’t want this.” She looked up at Daniel in the halo of the overhead light. “And I... I didn’t.”


  •••


  Trixie had once seen a science fiction movie that suggested we all had doppelgängers, we just couldn’t ever run into them because our worlds would collide. It was like that, now that her father had come to rescue her. Just this morning, walking back with Willie from the maqi, she had entertained the thought of what it would be like to stay in Tuluksak. Maybe they needed someone to be a teaching assistant. Maybe she could move in with one of Willie’s cousins. But with her father’s arrival, the world had jarred to a stop. He didn’t fit here, and neither did she.


  She had told him her secret: that she was a liar. Not just about being a virgin and playing Rainbow... but even more. She’d never said no to Jason that night, although she’d told the DA she had.


  And the drugs?


  She was the one who’d brought them.


  She hadn’t realized, at the time, that the guy at the college who sold pot to the high school kids was sleeping with her mother. She’d gone to buy some for Zephyr’s party, in the hopes that she could take the edge off. If she was going to be as wild as Zephyr planned for her to be, she needed a little pharmaceutical help.


  Seth was out of pot, but Special K was supposed to be like Ecstasy. It would make you lose control.


  Which, in a completely different way, she had.


  This much wasn’t a lie: She hadn’t taken it that night, not on purpose. She and Zephyr had planned to get high together, but it was a real drug, not pot, and at the last minute, Trixie had chickened out. She’d forgotten about it, until the DA brought up the fact that she might have had a drug in her system. Trixie didn’t really know what Zephyr had done with the vial: if she’d used it herself, if she’d left it sitting on the kitchen counter, if someone else at the party had found it first. She couldn’t say for a fact that Jason had slipped it into her drink. She’d had so much to drink that night—half-empty cans of Coke left lying around, screwdrivers with the ice cubes melting—it was possible that Jason had had nothing to do with it at all.


  Trixie hadn’t known that adding drugs into the legal mix would mean Jason was tried as an adult. She hadn’t been looking to ruin his life. She’d only wanted a way to salvage her own.


  It was not a coincidence, Trixie thought, that no and know sounded the same. You were supposed to be able to say the magic word, and that was enough to make your wishes—or lack of them—crystal clear. But no one ever said yes to make sex consensual. You took hints from body language, from the way two people came together. Why, then, didn’t a shake of the head or a hand pushing hard against a chest speak just as loudly? Why did you have to actually say the word no for it to be rape?


  That one word, spoken or not, didn’t make Jason any less guilty of taking something Trixie hadn’t wanted to give. It didn’t make her any less foolish. All it did was draw a line in the sand, so that the people who hadn’t been there to witness it—Moss and Zephyr, her parents, the police, the district attorney—could take sides.


  But somewhere along the line, it also made her realize that she couldn’t blame Jason, not entirely, for what had happened.


  She had thought of what it would be like when the trial started, when it was a hundred times worse than it was now, and Jason’s lawyer would get up in court and paint Trixie as a complete slut and a liar. She had wondered how long it would be before she just gave in and admitted they were right. She’d started to hate herself, and one night, when the dark had folded itself around Trixie like the wings of a heron, she wished that Jason Underhill would drop dead. It was just a secret, silent thought, and she knew better than anyone at this point that what was not said aloud didn’t count. But then one thing led to another: Jason was charged as an adult, not a minor. Jason ran into her at the Winterfest. And then, before she knew it, her wish had come true.


  Trixie knew the police were looking for her. We’ll take care of it, her father kept saying. But Jason was dead, and it was her fault. Nothing she said now—or didn’t say—was going to bring him back.


  She wondered if she would be sent to jail in Jason’s place, and if it would be horrible there, like you saw in the movies, or if it would be full of people like Trixie, people who understood that there were some mistakes you never got to erase.


  While her father explained to the Jesuit Volunteers that they were about to lose a fake staff member, Trixie sat in the truck and cried. She had thought that by now, she would have been bone dry, a husk, but the tears didn’t ever stop. All she had wanted was for something to feel right again in her life, and instead, everything had gone impossibly wrong.


  There was a knock at the window of the truck, and she looked up to see Willie, his fingers stuck in a bowl of something pink. He scooped out a bit with his middle and index fingers as she unrolled the window.


  “Hey,” he said.


  She wiped her eyes. “Hey.”


  “You okay?”


  Trixie started to nod, but she was so sick of lying. “Not so much,” she admitted.


  It was nice, the way Willie didn’t even try to say something to make her feel better. He just let her sadness stand. “That’s your dad?” he asked.


  She nodded. She wanted to explain everything to Willie, but she didn’t know how. As far as Willie had been concerned, she was a Jesuit Volunteer, one who had been stranded by the storm. With him, she had not been a rape victim or a murder suspect. How did you tell someone that you weren’t the person he thought you were? And more importantly, how did you tell him that you’d meant the things you’d said, when everything else about you turned out to be a lie?


  He held out the dish. “Want some?”


  “What is it?”


  “Akutaq. Eskimo ice cream.” Trixie dipped her finger in. It wasn’t Ben & Jerry’s, but it wasn’t bad—berries and sugar, mixed with something she couldn’t recognize.


  “Seal oil and shortening,” Willie said, and she wasn’t in the least surprised that he could read her mind.


  He looked down at her through the window. “If I ever get to Florida, maybe you could meet me there.”


  Trixie didn’t know what was going to happen to her tomorrow, much less after that. But she found that in spite of everything that had happened, she still had the capacity to pretend, to think her future might be something it never actually would. “That would be cool,” she said softly.


  “Do you live nearby?”


  “Give or take fifteen hundred miles,” Trixie said, and when Willie smiled a little, so did she.


  Suddenly Trixie wanted to tell someone the truth—all of it. She wanted to start from the beginning, and if she could make just one person believe her, at least it was a start. She lifted her face to Willie’s. “At home, I was raped by a guy I thought I loved,” Trixie said, because that was what it was to her and always would be. Semantics didn’t matter when you were bleeding between your legs, when you felt like you’d been broken from the inside out, when free will was taken away from you.


  “Is that why you ran away?”


  Trixie shook her head. “He’s dead.”


  Willie didn’t ask her if she was responsible. He just nodded, his breath hanging on the air like lace. “I guess sometimes,” he said, “that’s the way it works.”


  •••


  It was bingo night at the village council offices, and Laura had been left alone in the tiny house. She had read every Tundra Drums newspaper twice, even the ones stacked in the entryway for disposal. She’d watched television until her eyes hurt.


  She found herself wondering what kind of person would choose to live in a place like this, where conversation seemed abnormal and where even the sunlight stayed away. What had brought Daniel’s mother here?


  Like Annette Stone, Laura was a teacher. She knew you could change the world one student at a time. But how long would you be willing to sacrifice your own child’s happiness for everyone else’s?


  Maybe she hadn’t wanted to leave. Daniel had told Laura about his wandering father. There were some people who hit your life so hard, they left a stain on your future. Laura understood how you might spend your whole life waiting for that kind of man to come back.


  It was a choice Daniel’s mother had made for both of them, one that immediately put her son at a disadvantage. To Laura, it seemed selfish, and she ought to know.


  Was it tough love, putting your child through hell? Or was it the best of parenting, a way to make sure your child could survive without you? If Daniel hadn’t been teased, he might have felt at home on the tundra. He might have become one of the faceless kids, like Cane, who couldn’t find a way out. He might have stayed in Alaska, forever, waiting for something that didn’t come.


  Maybe Annette Stone had only been making sure Daniel had an escape route, because she didn’t herself.


  Outside, a truck drove into the yard. Laura jumped up, running out the arctic entry to see if Daniel and Trixie had returned. But the truck had a bar of flashing blue lights across the top of the cab, casting long shadows on the snow.


  Laura straightened her spine. You’d do whatever it took to protect your child. Even the things that no one else could possibly understand.


  “We’re looking for Trixie Stone,” the policeman said.


  •••


  Trixie fell asleep on the ride back to Akiak. Daniel had wrapped Trixie in his own balaclava and parka; she rode the snow machine with her arms around his waist and her cheek pressed up against his back. He followed the setting sun, a showgirl’s tease of pink ribbon trailing off the stage of the horizon.


  Daniel didn’t really know what to make of his daughter’s confession. In this part of the world, people believed that a thought might turn into an action at any moment; a word held in your mind had just as much power to wound or to heal as the one that was spoken aloud. In this part of the world, it didn’t matter what Trixie had or had not said: What Jason Underhill had done to Trixie did count as rape.


  He was also painfully aware of the other things Trixie had not said out loud: that she hadn’t killed Jason; that she was innocent.


  In Akiak, Daniel revved up the riverbank and past the post office to reach Cane’s house. He turned the corner and saw the police truck.


  For just a moment, he thought, I have reinvented myself before, I can do it again. He could drive until the gas ran out of the snow-go, and then he would build a shelter for himself and Trixie. He’d teach her how to track and how to hunt and, when the weather turned, where to find the salmon.


  But he could not leave Laura behind, and he couldn’t send for her later. Once they left, he would have to make sure they could never be found.


  He felt Trixie stiffen behind him and realized that she had seen the policemen. Even worse, when the officer got out of the car, he understood that they’d been seen, too.


  “Don’t talk,” he said over his shoulder. “Let me take care of this.”


  Daniel drove the snow-go toward Cane’s house and turned off the ignition. Then he got off the vehicle and stood with his hand on Trixie’s shoulder.


  When you loved someone, you did whatever you thought was in her best interests, even if—at the time—it looked utterly wrong. Men did this for women; mothers did it for sons. And Daniel knew he’d do it for Trixie. He’d do anything. What made a hero a hero? Was it winning all the time, like Superman? Or was it taking on the task reluctantly, like Spider-Man? Was it learning, like the X-Men had, that at any moment you might fall from grace to become a villain? Or, like Alan Moore’s Rorschach, was it being human enough to enjoy watching people die, if they deserved it?


  The policeman approached. “Trixie Stone,” he said, “you’re under arrest for the murder of Jason Underhill.”


  “You can’t arrest her,” Daniel insisted.


  “Mr. Stone, I’ve got a warrant—”


  Daniel didn’t take his eyes off his daughter’s face. “Yes,” he said. “But I’m the one who killed him.”


  •••


  Trixie couldn’t talk, she couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t think. She was frozen, rooted to the permafrost like the policeman. Her father had just confessed to murder.


  She stared at him, stunned. “Daddy,” she whispered.


  “Trixie, I told you. Not a word.”


  Trixie thought of how, when she was tiny, he used to carry her on his shoulders. She, like her mother, got dizzy up high—but her father would anchor her legs in his hands. I won’t let you fall, he said, and because he never did, the world from that vantage point stopped being so scary.


  She thought of this and a thousand other things: how for one entire year, he’d cut her lunch box sandwiches into letters so that they spelled out a different word each week: BRAVE, SMART, SWEET. How he’d always hide a caricature of her in one of the pages of his comic books. How she would rummage in her backpack and find, tucked in a pocket, peanut M&M’s that she knew he’d left for her.


  Her eyes filled with tears. “But you’re lying,” she whispered.


  The policeman sighed. “Well,” he said, “somebody is.”


  He glanced toward the truck, where Trixie’s mother already sat in the passenger seat, staring at them through the glass.


  •••


  It had been almost comical, getting the call. The state troopers in Alaska had served the arrest warrant for Trixie Stone, they told Bartholemew. But in doing so, two other people had confessed to the crime. What did they want him to do?


  Short of getting governor’s warrants, the detective had to fly out there himself, interview the Stones, and decide who—if anyone—he wanted to arrest.


  Daniel Stone had been brought into the conference room at the Bethel Police Station, where he and his wife had been taken following their individual confessions. Trixie, a minor, was in custody at the Bethel Youth Center, a juvenile detention facility. A radiator belched out erratic heat, stirring tinsel that had been draped above its casing.


  Tomorrow, he realized, was Christmas.


  “You know this doesn’t change anything,” Bartholemew said. “We still have to hold your daughter as a delinquent.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “After we go back to Maine, she stays at a juvy lockup until she’s certified to be tried as an adult for murder. Then if she doesn’t get bail—which she won’t, given the severity of the charge—she’ll be sent back there after the arraignment.”


  “You can’t hold her if I’m the one who committed the crime,” Daniel pointed out.


  “I know what you’re doing, Mr. Stone,” Bartholemew said. “I don’t even blame you, really. Did I ever tell you about the last conversation I had with my daughter? She came downstairs and told me she was going to watch a high school football game. I told her to have a good time. Thing is, it was May. Nobody was playing football. And I knew that,” Bartholemew said. “The people who were at the scene said she never even braked as she went around the curve, that the car went straight over at full speed. They said it rolled three, maybe four times. When the medical examiner told me she’d OD’d before she went over the railing, I actually said thank God. I wanted to know she didn’t have to feel any of that.”


  Bartholemew crossed his arms. “Do you know what else I did? I went home, and I tossed her room, until I found her stash, and the needles she used. I buried them in the bottom of the trash and drove to the dump. She was already dead, and I still was trying to protect her.”


  Stone just stared at him. “You can’t prosecute all of us. Eventually, you’ll let her go.”


  “I’ve got evidence that puts her at the bridge.”


  “There were a thousand people there that night.”


  “They didn’t leave behind blood. They didn’t get their hair caught in Jason Underhill’s watchband.”


  Stone shook his head. “Trixie and Jason were arguing, near the convenience store parking lot. That’s when her hair must have gotten caught. But I showed up just as he grabbed Trixie, and I went after him. I was already a suspect once. I told you I got into a fight with the kid. I just didn’t tell you what happened afterward.”


  “I’m listening,” Bartholemew said.


  “After he ran off, I tracked him to the bridge.”


  “And then?”


  “Then I killed him.”


  “How? Did you sock him in the jaw? Hit him from behind? Give him a good shove?” When the other man remained silent, Bartholemew shook his head. “You can’t tell me, Mr. Stone, because you weren’t there. You’re excluded by the physical evidence... and Trixie isn’t.” He met Stone’s gaze. “She’s done things before that she couldn’t tell you about. Maybe this is one more.”


  Daniel Stone glanced down at the table.


  Bartholemew sighed. “Being a cop isn’t all that different from being a father, you know. You do your damnedest, and it’s still not good enough to keep the people you care about from hurting themselves.”


  “You’re making a mistake,” Stone said, but there was a thread of desperation in his voice.


  “You’re free to go,” Bartholemew replied.


  •••


  In juvenile jail, the lights did not go out. In juvenile jail, you weren’t in cells. You all slept single-sex in a dormitory that reminded Trixie of the orphans in Annie.


  There were girls in here who’d stolen cash from the stores where they worked, and one who had thrown a knife at her principal. There were drug addicts and battered girlfriends and even an eight-year-old who was everyone’s mascot—a kid who had hit her stepfather in the head with a baseball bat after he finished raping her.


  Because it was Christmas Eve, they had a special dinner: turkey with cranberry sauce, gravy, mashed potatoes. Trixie sat next to a girl who had tattoos up and down her arms. “What’s your story?” she asked.


  “I don’t have one,” Trixie said.


  After dinner, a church group came to give the girls presents. The ones who’d been in the longest got the biggest packages. Trixie got a colored pencil set with Hello Kitty on the plastic cover. She took them out, one by one, and drew on her fingernails.


  If she were at home now, they’d have turned off all the lights in the house except for the ones on the Christmas tree. They’d open one present—that was the tradition—and then Trixie would go to bed and fake being asleep while her parents traipsed up and down the attic stairs with her gifts, the semblance of Santa for a girl who’d grown up years before they wanted her to.


  She wondered what the fake Santa at the amusement park in New Hampshire was doing tonight. Probably it was the only day of the year he got off.


  After lights out, someone in the dorm started to sing “Silent Night.” It was thready at first, a reed on the wind, but then another girl joined in, and another. Trixie heard her own voice, disembodied, floating away from her like a balloon. All is calm. All is bright.


  She thought she would cry her first night in juvenile jail, but it turned out she didn’t have any tears left. Instead, when everyone forgot the extra verses, she listened to the eight-year-old who sobbed herself to sleep. She wondered how trees became petrified, if the same process worked with a human heart.


  •••


  In the small holding cell where Laura had been for the past four hours, there was nothing soft, only cement and steel, and right angles. She’d found herself dozing off, dreaming of rain and cirrus clouds, of angel food cake and snowflakes—things that gave way the moment you touched them.


  She wondered how Trixie was, where they’d sent her. She wondered if Daniel was on the other side of this thick wall, if they had come to question him as they had questioned her.


  When Daniel came into the room, on the heels of a policeman, Laura stood up. She pressed herself against the bars and reached out to him. He waited until the policeman left, then walked up to the bars and reached inside to Laura. “Are you okay?”


  “They let you go,” she breathed.


  He nodded and rested his forehead against hers.


  “What about Trixie?”


  “They’ve got her at a juvenile center down the road.”


  Laura let go of him. “You didn’t need to cover for Trixie,” she said.


  “I don’t think either one of us was about to let her get sent to jail.”


  “She won’t be,” Laura said. “Because I’m the one who killed Jason.”


  Daniel stared at her, all the breath leaving his body. “What?”


  She sank onto the metal bench in the cell and wiped her eyes. “The night of the Winterfest, when Trixie disappeared, we said that I’d go home and wait there, in case she turned up. But when I headed back to my car, I saw someone on the bridge. I called out her name, and Jason turned around.”


  She was crying in earnest now. “He was drunk. He said... he said that my bitch of a daughter was ruining his life. Ruining his life. He stood up and started coming toward me, and I... I got scared and pushed him away. But he lost his balance, and he went over the railing.”


  Laura unconsciously brought her hand up to her ear as she spoke, and Daniel noticed that the small gold hoop earring she usually wore was gone. The blood. The red hair on the watchband. The boot prints in the snow. “It caught on his sweater. He ripped it out when he fell,” she said, following Daniel’s gaze. “He was hanging on to the railing with one hand and reaching up with the other. Looking down—I was so dizzy. He kept yelling for me to help. I started to reach for his hand... and then...” Laura closed her eyes. “Then I let him go.”


  It was no coincidence that fear could move a person to extremes, just as seamlessly as love. They were the conjoined twins of emotion: If you didn’t know what was at stake to lose, you had nothing to fight for.


  “I went home, and I waited for you and Trixie. I was sure the police were going to find me before you got there. I was going to tell you...”


  “But you didn’t,” Daniel said.


  “I tried.”


  Daniel remembered bringing Trixie home from the Winterfest, how Laura had been so shaken. Oh, Daniel, she had said. Something happened. He’d thought at the time that his wife was just as frantic about Trixie’s disappearance as he had been. He thought Laura had been asking him a question when, in fact, she’d been trying to give him an answer.


  She hugged her arms across her middle. “At first, they said it was a suicide, and I thought maybe I’d only dreamed it, that it hadn’t happened the way I thought at all. But then Trixie ran away.”


  And made herself look guilty, Daniel thought. Even to me.


  “You should have told me, Laura. I could have—”


  “Hated me.” She shook her head. “You used to stare at me like I’d hung the stars in the sky, Daniel. But after you found out about... you know, that I’d been with someone else... it was different. You couldn’t even look me in the eye.”


  When a Yup’ik Eskimo met another person, he averted his glance. It wasn’t out of disrespect, but rather, the opposite. Sight was something to be conserved for the moments when you really needed it—when you were hunting, when you needed strength. It was only when you looked away from a person that you had the truest vision.


  “I just wanted you to look at me like you used to,” Laura said, her voice breaking. “I just wanted it to be the way it used to be. That’s why I couldn’t tell you, no matter how many times I tried. I’d already been unfaithful to you. What would you have done if I’d told you I’d killed someone?”


  “You didn’t kill him,” Daniel said. “You didn’t mean for that to happen.”


  Laura shook her head, her lips pressed tightly together, as if she was afraid to speak out loud. And he understood, because he’d felt this himself: Sometimes what we wish for actually comes true. And sometimes that’s the very worst thing that can happen.


  She buried her face in her hands. “I don’t know what I meant and what I didn’t. It’s all mixed up. I don’t even recognize myself anymore.”


  Life could take on any number of shapes while you were busy fighting your own demons. But if you were changing at the same rate as the person beside you, nothing else really mattered. You became each other’s constant.


  “I do,” Daniel said.


  It was possible, he decided, that even in today’s day and age—even thousands of miles away from the Yup’ik villages—people could still turn into animals, and vice versa. Just because you chose to leave a place did not mean you could escape taking it with you. A man and a woman who lived together long enough might swap traits, until they found parts of themselves in each other. Jettison a personality and you just might find it taking up residence in the heart of the person you loved most.


  Laura lifted her face to his. “What do you think is going to happen?”


  He did not know the answer to that. He wasn’t even certain he knew the right questions. But he would get Trixie, and they would go home. He’d find the best lawyer he could. And sooner or later, when Laura came back to them, they’d reinvent themselves. They might not be able to start over, but they could certainly start again.


  Just then, a raven flew past the police station, soaring in the courtyard, imitating the sound of running water. Daniel watched carefully, the way he had learned to a lifetime ago. A raven could be many things—creator, trickster—depending on what form it felt like taking. But when it looped in a half circle and turned upside down, it could mean only one thing: It was dumping luck off its back—anyone’s for the taking, if you happened to see where it landed.
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  Dear Reader:


  In The Tenth Circle, Daniel Stone—a comic book penciler—woos his future wife, Laura, by drawing a sketch of her and including a hidden message in the background: letters that spell out a place to meet. In this spirit, I’ve included a hidden message for you to find in the artwork in this novel. Beginning on page 10, each page of art has several letters hidden in the background—two or three per page, eighty-six letters in all. The letters spell out a quotation that sums up the theme of The Tenth Circle, and the name of the quotation’s author. Readers can go to my website, www.jodipicoult.com, to see if they’re right. (If you’re eagle-eyed enough to be successful, please don’t spoil the fun for someone else... keep the answer a secret!)


  Jodi Picoult


  The Tenth Circle


  Jodi Picoult


  A READERS CLUB GUIDE
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  Fourteen-year-old Trixie has been a ghost for fourteen days, seven hours, and thirty-six minutes now, not that she is officially counting. Trixie’s protective father has been consumed with attempts to shield her from a new life, one that includes a boy with a proprietary hand around his daughter’s waist. But Daniel Stone never for a moment suspected that the same boy might inflict upon his daughter the worst possible harm. Could the boy who once made Trixie’s face fill with light when he came to the door have drugged and then raped her? She says that he did, and that is all it takes to make Daniel, a man with a past hidden even from his family, consider taking matters into his own hands in order to protect his daughter.


  This is a novel about the unbreakable bond between parent and child, the temptation to play God, and its dangerous repercussions. Using her sensitive, wise touch, Jodi Picoult once again probes deeply into the love and anguish of a young girl and her family. This time, she has added the innovative element of embedding a graphic novel within her text. It is at once the professional work of her character, Daniel Stone, and a unique insight into his fractured and desperate heart.


  Group Discussion Questions


  1.In Chapter 1, Laura says, “God, according to Dante, was all about motion and energy, so the ultimate punishment for Lucifer is to not be able to move at all.” How do you feel about this concept of hell as the inability to take action? What do you take from this? How does this theory translate into modern-day life?


  2.Why does Daniel find villains interesting? Daniel describes Duncan as “a forty-something father who knew that getting old was hell. Who wanted to keep his family safe; whose powers controlled him, instead of the other way around.” If “power always involved a loss of humanity,” then how does this comic-book character maintain his humanity? Compare and contrast Daniel with the character he creates in his comic strip.


  3.Early on, Daniel and Trixie seem to have the ideal father-daughter relationship. During Trixie’s examination, Daniel reflects that he and Trixie use to play the alphabet game with superhero powers. What superhero powers did Daniel wish he had? Why do you think these were so important to him? What does that reveal about his character? Trixie’s?


  4.It is said that a rape victim is revictimized by the initial examination. Do you think this is true for Trixie? Why do you think the police detective doubts her accusation against Jason?


  5.In popular culture, the husband is more often portrayed as the cheater, and the wife typically as the one who makes career sacrifices for the family. Does Daniel as a character seem emasculated by the way these roles are reversed in The Tenth Circle? Why are stay-at-home fathers seen differently by society than mothers who raise their children full time?


  6.In Chapter 4, regarding trauma, Picoult writes, “It was a catch-22: If you didn’t put the trauma behind you, you couldn’t move on. But if you did put the trauma behind you, you willingly gave up your claim to the person you were before it happened.” Which characters would agree with this statement and why?


  7.Trixie is consistently revictimized at school, and her own best friend doesn’t believe that she was raped. If Trixie’s school was a kind of hell for her, then what would Dante say about her situation and the best way to get out of it?


  8.Discuss reality versus perception, intention versus action. Why are Trixie’s and Jason’s versions of what happened so different? Whose version do you believe is the truth? Do you think there is a definitive truth?


  9.After Laura and Daniel have a romantic episode, Daniel continues to express his resentment for her infidelity. In that moment his sexual urge is not to make love to her but to “take her back.” How does his urge compare to Jason’s urge in raping Trixie?


  10.Throughout the story Trixie is struggling to get back to her life prior to the rape, and similarly, Daniel and Laura are trying to return to a place in their marriage prior to Laura’s infidelity. What does this story say about the possibility of recapturing our past? How does Daniel’s childhood figure into this theme?


  11.Does a victim get justice when the perpetrator takes his or her own life? When Daniel abuses Jason, is he helping or hurting Trixie? When Trixie runs away, did you believe that she killed Jason? What did you think about this surprise ending? How can you map the breakdown in trust between these relationships: Trixie and Jason, Laura and Daniel, Daniel and Trixie, Trixie and Zephyr. How has this breakdown contributed to the demise of all parties?


  12.How did Daniel’s artwork, embedded in The Tenth Circle, affect your reading experience? In what ways does reading the graphic novel give you insight into Daniel’s behavior during the narrative part of the novel?


  13.In the story there is a thread of control—characters losing and gaining control over their lives and their environments. Discuss what control means to each character.


  14.After Daniel takes his revenge, does he believe he is more of a superhero? Does he really think he has avenged Trixie? What is the story saying about retribution?


  15.Why is snow symbolic in the story? What other symbols are there?


  16.Trixie is haunted by Jason’s ghost. Is this a figment of her imagination or a manifestation of guilt?


  Reading Group Tips


  1.Research Dante; one great website is http://www3.iath.virginia.edu/dante/.


  2.List some interesting tidbits about the first comic book super-heroes (refer to http://www.geocities.com/Athens/8580/Hist1.html for some great information).


  3.For more information on Jodi Picoult and to sign up for her newsletter, visit http://www.jodipicoult.com/. Be sure to listen to her discuss The Tenth Circle in her AuthorBytes presentation, and to read the conversation with her about the research behind the novel.


  Questions for the Author


  1.Do you feel that The Tenth Circle was a departure from your previous work?


  JP:Not really. Although, at first glance, it looks a little different... the truth is that this novel, like so many of my others, explores the connections between a parent and a child, and revisits the theme of whether we really ever know anyone as well as we think we do. I like to think of it as Picoult-Plus: in addition to giving book clubs and buddies plenty to debate, you get another venue through which to unravel those issues—the artwork.


  2.Can you tell us a little about the research you did writing this novel?


  JP:I started with Dante’s Inferno. I’d read it in college, and didn’t really like it, so I decided to give it another chance. Well, to be honest, I still don’t like it... but I’m mature enough now to appreciate some of his timeless themes—such as how the punishment fits the crime, and how you should be careful what you wish for... lest it come true. The worst thing you can do, according to Dante, is betray someone close to you—which fit very well with the story I was trying to tell in The Tenth Circle.


  I went from reading Dante to reading comic books—because I knew my main character was going to be a comic book penciller. Having never been a thirteen-year-old boy, this genre was new to me... and not only did I immerse myself in actual comics, I also studied their history. The origin of modern comics traces back to two young Jewish men who couldn’t get newspaper jobs during the Depression. Shuster and Siegel instead imagined a world where the loser got the pretty girl and saved the world to boot—and their hero, Superman, greatly appealed to a country that desperately needed a hero. Superheroes evolved—all good guys in tights—until the 1960s, when Marvel introduced Spiderman. He wasn’t a willing hero; he was moody and angry and resentful and a lot like the teens who were reading him. Now heroes have grown even more complex—Alan Moore’s and Neil Gaiman’s works spotlight heroes who don’t always win, who enjoy inflicting pain. I spent a great deal of time with my twelve-year-old son, Jake, our resident comic book expert, who immersed me in his favorite story lines. The more I learned, the more I realized that the epic poem and the comic book genre have a lot more in common than you’d think, since they both view a man’s life as the struggle between good and evil; they both address the vast gap between who we pretend we are and who we truly are.


  I knew that Daniel’s struggle, in the book, was going to be precipitated by his daughter’s date rape... which led me to sit down a group of teenage girls and interview them, quite candidly, about sex and dating today. Now, I’ve done this before—for The Pact, for Salem Falls—but more than once during this conversation I found myself absolutely stunned. Instead of relationships, kids have random hookups, or friends with benefits—sexual experiences that the next day they pretend never happened. Oral sex isn’t considered sex. At parties, you’ll see games like Stoneface and Rainbow—which involve a boy with multiple sex partners, or a girl servicing several guys. The biggest reason to have sex in the first place is to get it over with; the pressure doesn’t come from boys, but from within the girl herself—you don’t want your girlfriends to find out you’re not doing the same things they are. And perhaps most upsetting—the girls told me that they feel empowered, because they’re the ones deciding whether or not to do these things. They pretend it doesn’t hurt when they’re not valued by the boys they “hook up” with, but then told me stories about cutting themselves with razor blades when the one-night stand didn’t materialize into something more lasting. It was clear to me that we’re turning out a generation of kids who don’t know how to have a relationship with someone. We’re sending young men to college who expect to get what they want when they want it (which supports the growing number of date rapes on campuses). We’re seeing high school girls who don’t even realize that what they’re “choosing” to do objectifies them, and strips them of any self-esteem. When I’ve gone to high schools to speak to students and I mention this research, the looks I get from the student audience are priceless—their jaws drop, because (a) I know about it and (b) I’m brave enough to tell them I know. Believe me, parents are not sitting around dinner tables talking about this—and this made me think of The Pact. Teen suicide, like teen sexuality, is an issue parents would rather not discuss with their kids, fearing that if they bring it up they might plant ideas in their child’s mind. But the sad truth is that it’s happening whether or not we want to talk to our kids about it... and based on my research for this book, it’s something we need to start talking about in earnest. Now.


  The last bit of research I did—and the most fun—involved going to the Alaskan bush in the middle of winter, so that I could see through Daniel’s eyes. The airline reservation clerk laughed when I told her where I wanted to go in January—ultimately, I had to take a cargo plane from Anchorage to Bethel, with a load of sled dogs. It was 40 degrees Fahrenheit when I arrived, and I wore everything in my luggage at once and still had to borrow clothes. First, I helped out at the K300, a sled dog race, just like Trixie (you know you’ve arrived in Alaska when a lady musher grabs your arm and asks you to hold up a feed bag so that she can drop trou and pee). Then I headed to a Yup’ik Eskimo village. The villages are north of Bethel, and the only way to get there in January is to take a snowmobile up the frozen river (which, in the winter, actually gets its own highway number). Akiak is a village of three hundred, with no running water. My host was a Yup’ik Eskimo named Moses Owen. As I walked into his house, I tripped over a moose hoof in the Arctic entryway. I brought him oranges; he gave me dried fish. There are, of course, no toilets—just “honeybuckets”—a misnomer if ever there was one. Moses’s wife had her grandchild on her knee, and he kept pointing at me and laughing. She explained that he’d never seen anyone with my color hair before. In fact, Moses said, when the first whites came to the Alaskan bush, they were so pale that the Eskimos thought they were ghosts.


  Moses explained to me that in his world, there’s a fluidity between the animal world and the human one. At any moment, a person might turn into an animal, or vice versa. They also believe that words have remarkable power and that thought is equally as important as action—just because a word isn’t said out loud doesn’t mean its intention isn’t received. For example, if you go hunting and you’re thinking of elk, you’ll never catch one... because it can hear you. You must think of anything but the elk. Likewise, it would be downright rude to change someone’s mind by putting your own words into it. So you might say to a friend, “Tomorrow’s a good day to hunt.” It will be up to your buddy to understand that you’re actually inviting him along. To a Yup’ik Eskimo, then, silence is an act. Words are a weapon. And you don’t have to speak a wish for it to come true. Imagine, then, a case of date rape. Legally it always comes down to whether or not the girl said no. But to someone who’d grown up among the Yup’ik Eskimos—like Daniel Stone—it wouldn’t have mattered if Trixie said it... or merely thought it.


  3.Readers tend to respond emotionally to your novels. Have any reactions to The Tenth Circle surprised you? If so, how?


  JP:A lot of people have been reevaluating the way they read a story, which I just love, because that’s part of the reason why I wrote the book. Some people want to absorb the art just where it is, mid-narrative. Some read the graphic novel first. Some save it for last. Most people are entranced by the way the art is just art until the narrative is added to it, almost as if there’s a chemical reaction... resulting in insight into Daniel’s character. Oh, and they seem to be having a good time searching for the hidden message in the art.


  Parents who’ve read the book keep pulling me aside to desperately ask, “That teen sex stuff, the parties... that’s all fiction, right?” I think that peeling back the surface layer of what teenagers are really doing intimately with each other is startling for adults to blatantly see and hear—I anticipated that reaction. What took me by surprise, however, are the number of young women who’ve written to me to say that they were date-raped, and never told anyone, because they were sure it was their fault in some way—they hadn’t expressed no clearly enough. I think Trixie’s experience mirrors theirs, and validates their feelings—which allows them to open up about something they’ve hidden for years. Things like this are humbling—when you write fiction you don’t expect to make a profound difference in someone’s real life.


  4.Has researching and writing this book changed your opinions on parenting? Do you think what you’ve learned will affect your future decisions?


  JP:I’d like to believe that I’m usually a better parent than any of my characters! However, a lot of The Tenth Circle grew out of watching my husband and my daughter, Sammy—they have a really special bond, because she’s the only girl, and she’s our youngest. Tim’s always said that he will continue to lift weights so that he can always carry her—and I’m sure he’s had his fantasies about not letting her date until she’s forty. Sammy’s only ten right now, but our oldest son, Kyle, is fourteen, and it’s interesting to see how much he’s changed in the past year. I think it’s always hard to watch your children take those fledgling steps into adulthood—in part because you know they’re going to stumble, and in part because you know they won’t want you to catch them when it happens (that’s the whole point of growing up). But does knowing all this make it any easier when it happens, for real? No way.


  5.Each of your novels deals with a seemingly black-and-white issue, yet you manage to blur the lines and make the reader look at it differently. Do you find the process emotionally taxing? Is it difficult to show the different points of view equally?


  JP:I have always said that I write books about questions that don’t have easy answers. If I had the answers, believe me, I’d be a lot richer and smarter. Since I don’t, I don’t think I have any right to tell a reader what’s the “right way” to think. To this end it’s really important to me to put all the different points of view of a situation into a book. Is it emotionally taxing? Sure—but second-guessing oneself always is!


  6.What made you decide to incorporate the graphic novel into the book? In what ways did you intend for the illustrations to serve the story? Was The Tenth Circle written before the graphic novel was? How did you choose an artist?


  JP:When I started this book, I was thinking of all the different ways we can tell stories—particularly the ones we tell ourselves when we don’t want to admit the truth. I was also thinking of Dante’s Inferno, and that theme of being careful what you wish for. And I was intrigued by the thought of a main character who wasn’t good with words—an enigma you’d have to learn about through some other means. I began to wonder if there was a way to tell a story with different layers—so that they’d stand on their own, but when read together, would make each of the stories richer. There are, of course, hundreds of artistic forms for storytelling—opera, ballet, film, photography—but something about Dante kept pulling me back to the idea of a graphic novel. His levels of hell seemed perfect for the genre. And conversely, a man who was struggling to deal with the emotional aftermath of his daughter’s rape might easily invent a character who was, metaphorically, doing the same thing. That’s how Wildclaw was born—the alter ego of a man whose daughter is kidnapped by the devil, so that her father, Duncan, literally has to go through hell to get her back. I think as you read the graphic novel—particularly the circles where you see adulterers, and the devil—you understand the psyche of its “creator”: Daniel. You see the same lake of ice he grew up with in the Alaskan bush represented, now, in art form to freeze the devil up to his waist. You see the shape-shifting between human and animal form, like what the Yup’ik Eskimos believe. Duncan’s fear that the animal parts of him will eclipse the human side mirror Daniel’s unspoken worry that the man he becomes in the aftermath of Trixie’s rape will be someone she does not recognize.


  I didn’t feel like I was doing anything remarkably different—after all, all fiction used to be illustrated. And we know that graphic novels have enjoyed critical and commercial success recently. It’s just that I had the right story in which to bring them together with narrative fiction.


  Unfortunately, I can’t draw comic books. Fortunately, I knew someone who could. When I was at Princeton, the guy who lived across the hall from me used to spend hours at his drafting table doing just that—and now, Jim Lee is one of the most famous artists in the industry. I got in touch with Jim, told him what I wanted to do, and asked him if he’d be able to find me an artist. He put me in touch with a young man named Dustin Weaver, who was an intern at Jim’s company. When Dustin agreed to help me out, we embarked on a collaboration that was really unlike anything I’d ever done. The narrative novel and the graphic novel were produced simultaneously. I would write him the script for the comic book—on screenwriting software—and then I’d get a few drawn pages back via e-mail. Every now and then Dustin would ask me if I had any thoughts about what a character should look like (for example, the devil... I said he should think of Jack Nicholson, and I’ll be damned if the art didn’t turn out just that way). I also admit to falling just a little bit in love with the character of Duncan. Luckily, my husband doesn’t find penand-ink men a real threat.


  7.Daniel and Trixie tell us their picks in the novel, but if you could have any superhero power, what would it be? Why?


  JP:We had a discussion about this in the car on the way to school today, because it’s such a good question. My daughter chose flight. My oldest son wants the ability to make anything out of thin air—like a million bucks, no doubt. My middle son, the comic book aficionado, said he’d rather have the power to take on other people’s powers, like Rogue. Me, well, I’m torn. As fabulous as teleportation would be (à la Nightcrawler), particularly during a book tour, I’d probably rather have a combination of telepathy and mind control—the ability to change people’s thoughts and feelings. But, of course, I don’t have superpowers... so instead I write novels and try to do that the old-fashioned way.


  8.Are you in a book club yourself? If so, how is it for you as an author hearing the discussion? Have you ever been part of a book club discussing one of your books?


  JP:I’m not; I don’t have nearly enough time to read something with anything approximating regularity. However, I have gone to multiple book clubs or done phone chats with those who are discussing my books. It’s always really nice—I mean, there are a lot of books in the world, and they chose mine! For the most part, people are very complimentary—although I’m not quite sure if that’s because my books are really good, or because no one has the heart to tell me when I’m sitting right there that they’re not. I am always impressed by those people who are brave enough to say to my face, “I really didn’t like this part.” The good thing, though, is that I get to have the last word, and explain why I wrote it that way!


  9.You’ve been quoted as saying that being a writer is the best job in the world. Is there a part of the process that you like most? Least?


  JP:The best part of being a writer is meeting my fans. It never fails to amaze me that the people reading my books are no longer just friends of my mother’s or related to me distantly! I love knowing that I keep you up late at night and that you don’t get your housework done and that you hide my books behind your school textbooks because you can’t stop reading. I like meeting fans by stealth, too—like yesterday, when a girl pulled one of my novels out of her purse at a restaurant, and I went over to ask her if she liked it... and then admitted that I’d written it (of course, if she’d hated the book, I would never have taken credit!). The worst part of being a writer, though, is also meeting my fans. Every day I’m on book tour, I’m not with my family—and that is really hard for me.


  10.What are you working on now?


  JP:Well, the good news is that the 2007 book—Nineteen Minutes—is already at the publisher. It’s the story of a school shooting in a small New Hampshire town—and the daughter of the judge on the case, who’s the state’s best witness... and who can’t remember what happened in front of her own eyes. The book takes a hard look at what it means to be different in our society, and asks who has the right to judge someone else.


  But to be honest, my head’s wrapped tightly around the 2008 book—which takes a look at a death row inmate who wants to donate his heart to the sister of his victim. When he starts performing miracles, the press labels him “Messiah.” After all, people are always finding Jesus in prison. What if he were really there? And what if the things he said didn’t match what you’d been told your whole life... but instead came verbatim from an ancient Gospel that was excluded from the Bible as heresy?


  To this end, I’ve been in full research mode. I’ve been to death row in Arizona, twice now. It’s a very strange place—in all the years I’ve been doing research, I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a cloud of secrecy like the one I found there. I was literally on a plane when my visit was being nearly canceled—I had to arrive at the facility and talk my way into it, because they decided if I was a writer, I must be “media.” I was able to charm the authorities into giving me a tour of their death row—which is more serene than you’d think, because the inmates are locked into their individual cells twenty-three hours a day. Then I begged to be taken to the execution chamber—the Death House, as it used to be called in Arizona. It was while I was examining their gas chamber (Arizona uses both gas and lethal injection) that the warden approached me to ask me again who I was, and why I was writing a book about this. She definitely had her guard up—and wasn’t budging an inch. We started talking about the last execution in Arizona; and at some point she mentioned she was a practicing Catholic. “If you’re Catholic,” I said, “do you think the death penalty is a good thing?” She stared at me for a long moment, and then said, “I used to.” At that moment, the wall between us started to come down, and she was willing to tell me everything I wanted and needed to know—including scenes you’ll see in this book in 2008, a backstage look at how an execution happens. The most jarring moments in my research trip? Speaking to a condemned man who was convicted of murdering someone by shooting battery acid into his veins—yet who also called me ma’am and cried when he started to talk about his late grandfather. And talking to the warden in the Death House, when I was having trouble juggling notebooks and papers, and leaned against the closest surface to take notes more easily... only to realize I was sprawled across the lethal injection gurney.


  The counterpart of the research I’ve done on death row involves holing up in my office wading through the Gospels for research... not just the ones that made it into the Bible but the ones that didn’t, like the Gospel of Thomas—a Gospel found in 1945 in Nag Hammadi, Egypt. Like the other fifty-one texts found at Nag Hammadi, they contain a lot of sayings you can find in the Bible... and a lot you won’t. These are referred to as the Gnostic Gospels—part and parcel of a religious movement that was denounced as heresy by Orthodox Christianity in the middle of the second century. Gnosis means knowledge in Greek—and the basis for the Gnostics’ beliefs is that if you want to know God, you have to know yourself. Or in other words, there’s a little bit of divinity in all of us, coded and hidden... and it’s up to each of us to figure out how to get it out. The Gnostics felt that religion was something that by definition had to be personal—and that if you simply believed what others told you to believe or said the right words during a church service or got baptized, it wasn’t enough to reach spiritual fulfillment. Above all else, the Gnostics said, ask questions. Don’t believe everything you’re told; don’t assume that just because someone says “This is the way it should be done” that he or she is right. There are a lot of reasons—political and religious—why Orthodox Christianity rejected the Gnostic movement... but in a way, the baby was thrown out with the bathwater. Not only were these Gospels lost for thousands of years... but so was some of the open-mindedness about faith in general. “If you bring forth what is within you,” Jesus says, in the Gospel of Thomas, “what you bring forth will save you. If you do not bring forth what is within you, what you do not bring forth will destroy you.” Sounds like a riddle, right? But it’s actually pretty simple: The potential to free yourself—or ruin yourself—is entirely up to you. And just maybe instead of focusing on the destination, we ought to look at the journey.
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  PART ONE


  If we don’t change the direction we are headed, we will end up where we are going.


  —CHINESE PROVERB


  By the time you read this, I hope to be dead.


  You can’t undo something that’s happened; you can’t take back a word that’s already been said out loud. You’ll think about me and wish that you had been able to talk me out of this. You’ll try to figure out what would have been the one right thing to say, to do. I guess I should tell you, Don’t blame yourself; this isn’t your fault, but that would be a lie. We both know that I didn’t get here by myself.


  You’ll cry, at my funeral. You’ll say it didn’t have to be this way. You will act like everyone expects you to. But will you miss me?


  More importantly—will I miss you?


  Does either one of us really want to hear the answer to that question?


  March 6, 2007


  In nineteen minutes, you can mow the front lawn, color your hair, watch a third of a hockey game. In nineteen minutes, you can bake scones or get a tooth filled by a dentist; you can fold laundry for a family of five.


  Nineteen minutes is how long it took the Tennessee Titans to sell out of tickets to the play-offs. It’s the length of a sitcom, minus the commercials. It’s the driving distance from the Vermont border to the town of Sterling, New Hampshire.


  In nineteen minutes, you can order a pizza and get it delivered. You can read a story to a child or have your oil changed. You can walk a mile. You can sew a hem.


  In nineteen minutes, you can stop the world, or you can just jump off it.


  In nineteen minutes, you can get revenge.


  ***


  As usual, Alex Cormier was running late. It took thirty-two minutes to drive from her house in Sterling to the superior court in Grafton County, New Hampshire, and that was only if she speeded through Orford. She hurried downstairs in her stockings, carrying her heels and the files she’d brought home with her over the weekend. She twisted her thick copper hair into a knot and anchored it at the base of her neck with bobby pins, transforming herself into the person she needed to be before she left her house.


  Alex had been a superior court judge now for thirty-four days. She’d believed that, having proved her mettle as a district court judge for the past five years, this time around the appointment might be easier. But at forty, she was still the youngest judge in the state. She still had to fight to establish herself as a fair justice—her history as a public defender preceded her into her courtroom, and prosecutors assumed she’d side with the defense. When Alex had submitted her name years ago for the bench, it had been with the sincere desire to make sure people in this legal system were innocent until proven guilty. She just never anticipated that, as a judge, she might not be given the same benefit of the doubt.


  The smell of freshly brewed coffee drew Alex into the kitchen. Her daughter was hunched over a steaming mug at the kitchen table, poring over a textbook. Josie looked exhausted—her blue eyes were bloodshot; her chestnut hair was a knotty ponytail. “Tell me you haven’t been up all night,” Alex said.


  Josie didn’t even glance up. “I haven’t been up all night,” she parroted.


  Alex poured herself a cup of coffee and slid into the chair across from her. “Honestly?”


  “You asked me to tell you something,” Josie said. “You didn’t ask for the truth.”


  Alex frowned. “You shouldn’t be drinking coffee.”


  “And you shouldn’t be smoking cigarettes.”


  Alex felt her face heat up. “I don’t—”


  “Mom,” Josie sighed, “even when you open up the bathroom windows, I can still smell it on the towels.” She glanced up, daring Alex to challenge her other vices.


  Alex herself didn’t have any other vices. She didn’t have time for any vices. She would have liked to say that she knew with authority that Josie didn’t have any vices, either, but she would only be making the same inference the rest of the world did when they met Josie: a pretty, popular, straight-A student who knew better than most the consequences of falling off the straight-and-narrow. A girl who was destined for great things. A young woman who was exactly what Alex had hoped her daughter would grow to become.


  Josie had once been so proud to have a mother as a judge. Alex could remember Josie broadcasting her career to the tellers at the bank, the baggers in the grocery store, the flight attendants on planes. She’d ask Alex about her cases and her decisions. That had all changed three years ago, when Josie entered high school, and the tunnel of communication between them slowly bricked shut. Alex didn’t necessarily think that Josie was hiding anything more than any other teenager, but it was different: a normal parent might metaphorically judge her child’s friends, whereas Alex could do it legally.


  “What’s on the docket today?” Alex said.


  “Unit test. What about you?”


  “Arraignments,” Alex replied. She squinted across the table, trying to read Josie’s textbook upside down. “Chemistry?”


  “Catalysts.” Josie rubbed her temples. “Substances that speed up a reaction, but stay unchanged by it. Like if you’ve got carbon monoxide gas and hydrogen gas and you toss in zinc and chromium oxide, and... what’s the matter?”


  “Just having a little flashback of why I got a C in Orgo. Have you had breakfast?”


  “Coffee,” Josie said.


  “Coffee doesn’t count.”


  “It does when you’re in a rush,” Josie pointed out.


  Alex weighed the costs of being even five minutes later, or getting another black mark against her in the cosmic good-parenting tally. Shouldn’t a seventeen-year-old be able to take care of herself in the morning? Alex started pulling items out of the refrigerator: eggs, milk, bacon. “I once presided over an involuntary emergency admission at the state mental hospital for a woman who thought she was Emeril. Her husband had her committed when she put a pound of bacon in the blender and chased him around the kitchen with a knife, yelling Bam!”


  Josie glanced up from her textbook. “For real?”


  “Oh, believe me, I can’t make these things up.” Alex cracked an egg into a skillet. “When I asked her why she’d put a pound of bacon in the blender, she looked at me and said that she and I must just cook differently.”


  Josie stood up and leaned against the counter, watching her mother cook. Domesticity wasn’t Alex’s strong point—she didn’t know how to make a pot roast but was proud to have memorized the phone numbers of every pizza place and Chinese restaurant in Sterling that offered free delivery. “Relax,” Alex said dryly. “I think I can do this without setting the house on fire.”


  But Josie took the skillet out of her hands and laid the strips of bacon in it, like sailors bunking tightly together. “How come you dress like that?” she asked.


  Alex glanced down at her skirt, blouse, and heels and frowned. “Why? Is it too Margaret Thatcher?”


  “No, I mean... why do you bother? No one knows what you have on under your robe. You could wear, like, pajama pants. Or that sweater you have from college that’s got holes in the elbows.”


  “Whether or not people see it, I’m still expected to dress... well, judiciously.”


  A cloud passed over Josie’s face, and she busied herself over the stove, as if Alex had somehow given the wrong answer. Alex stared at her daughter—the bitten half-moon fingernails, the freckle behind her ear, the zigzag part in her hair—and saw instead the toddler who’d wait at the babysitter’s window at sundown, because she knew that was when Alex came to get her. “I’ve never worn pajamas to work,” Alex admitted, “but I do sometimes close the door to chambers and take a nap on the floor.”


  A slow, surprised smile played over Josie’s face. She held her mother’s admission as if it were a butterfly lighting on her hand by accident: an event so startling you could not call attention to it without risking its loss. But there were miles to drive and defendants to arraign and chemical equations to interpret, and by the time Josie had set the bacon to drain on a pad of paper toweling, the moment had winged away.


  “I still don’t get why I have to eat breakfast if you don’t,” Josie muttered.


  “Because you have to be a certain age to earn the right to ruin your own life.” Alex pointed at the scrambled eggs Josie was mixing in the skillet. “Promise me you’ll finish that?”


  Josie met her gaze. “Promise.”


  “Then I’m headed out.”


  Alex grabbed her travel mug of coffee. By the time she backed her car out of the garage, her head was already focused on the decision she had to write that afternoon; the number of arraignments the clerk would have stuffed onto her docket; the motions that would have fallen like shadows across her desk between Friday afternoon and this morning. She was caught up in a world far away from home, where at that very moment her daughter scraped the scrambled eggs from the skillet into the trash can without ever taking a single bite.


  ***


  Sometimes Josie thought of her life as a room with no doors and no windows. It was a sumptuous room, sure—a room half the kids in Sterling High would have given their right arm to enter—but it was also a room from which there really wasn’t an escape. Either Josie was someone she didn’t want to be, or she was someone who nobody wanted.


  She lifted her face to the spray of the shower—water she’d made so hot it raised red welts, stole breath, steamed windows. She counted to ten, and then finally ducked away from the stream to stand naked and dripping in front of the mirror. Her face was swollen and scarlet; her hair stuck to her shoulders in thick ropes. She turned sideways, scrutinized her flat belly, and sucked it in a little. She knew what Matt saw when he looked at her, what Courtney and Maddie and Brady and Haley and Drew all saw—she just wished that she could see it, too. The problem was, when Josie looked in the mirror, she noticed what was underneath that raw skin, instead of what had been painted upon it.


  She understood how she was supposed to look and supposed to act. She wore her dark hair long and straight; she dressed in Abercrombie & Fitch; she listened to Dashboard Confessional and Death Cab for Cutie. She liked feeling the eyes of other girls in the school when she sat in the cafeteria borrowing Courtney’s makeup. She liked the way teachers already knew her name on the first day of class. She liked having guys stare at her when she walked down the hall with Matt’s arm around her.


  But there was a part of her that wondered what would happen if she let them all in on the secret—that some mornings, it was hard to get out of bed and put on someone else’s smile; that she was standing on air, a fake who laughed at all the right jokes and whispered all the right gossip and attracted the right guy, a fake who had nearly forgotten what it felt like to be real... and who, when you got right down to it, didn’t want to remember, because it hurt even more than this.


  There wasn’t anyone to talk to. If you even doubted your right to be one of the privileged, popular set, then you didn’t belong there. And Matt—well, he’d fallen for the Josie on the surface, like everyone else. In fairy tales, when the mask came off, the handsome prince still loved the girl, no matter what—and that alone would turn her into a princess. But high school didn’t work that way. What made her a princess was hooking up with Matt. And in some weird circular logic, what made Matt hook up with her was the very fact that she was one of Sterling High’s princesses.


  She couldn’t confide in her mother, either. You don’t stop being a judge just because you step out of the courthouse, her mother used to say. It was why Alex Cormier never drank more than one glass of wine in public; it was why she never yelled or cried. A trial was a stupid word, considering that an attempt was never good enough: you were supposed to toe the line, period. Many of the accomplishments that Josie’s mother was most proud of—Josie’s grades, her looks, her acceptance into the “right” crowd—had not been achieved because Josie wanted them so badly herself, but mostly because she was afraid of falling short of perfect.


  Josie wrapped a towel around herself and headed into her bedroom. She pulled a pair of jeans out of her closet and then layered two long-sleeved tees that showed off her chest. She glanced at her clock—if she wasn’t going to be late, she’d have to get moving.


  Before leaving her room, though, she hesitated. She sank down onto her bed and rummaged underneath the nightstand for the Ziploc sandwich bag that she’d tacked to the wooden frame. Inside was a stash of Ambien — pirated one pill at a time from her mother’s prescription for insomnia, so she’d never notice. It had taken Josie nearly six months to inconspicuously gather only fifteen pills, but she figured if she washed them down with a fifth of vodka, it would do the trick. It wasn’t like she had a strategy, really, to kill herself next Tuesday, or when the snow melted, or anything concrete like that. It was more like a backup plan: When the truth came out, and no one wanted to be around her anymore, it stood to reason Josie wouldn’t want to be around herself either.


  She tacked the pills back beneath her nightstand and headed downstairs. As she walked into the kitchen to load up her backpack, she found her chemistry textbook still wide open—and a long-stemmed red rose marking her place.


  Matt was leaning against the refrigerator in the corner; he must have let himself in through the open garage door. Like always, he made her head swim with seasons—his hair was all the colors of autumn; his eyes the bright blue of a winter sky; his smile as wide as any summer sun. He was wearing a baseball hat backward, and a Sterling Varsity Hockey tee over a thermal shirt that Josie had once stolen for a full month and hidden in her underwear drawer, so that when she needed to she could breathe in the scent of him. “Are you still pissed off?” he asked.


  Josie hesitated. “I wasn’t the one who was mad.”


  Matt pushed away from the refrigerator, coming forward until he could link his arms around Josie’s waist. “You know I can’t help it.”


  A dimple blossomed in his right cheek; Josie could already feel herself softening. “It wasn’t that I didn’t want to see you. I really did have to study.”


  Matt pushed her hair off her face and kissed her. This was exactly why she’d told him not to come over last night—when she was with him, she felt herself evaporating. Sometimes, when he touched her, Josie imagined herself vanishing in a puff of steam.


  He tasted of maple syrup, of apologies. “It’s all your fault, you know,” he said. “I wouldn’t act as crazy if I didn’t love you so much.”


  At that moment, Josie could not remember the pills she was hoarding in her room; she could not remember crying in the shower; she could not remember anything but what it felt like to be adored. I’m lucky, she told herself, the word streaming like a silver ribbon through her mind. Lucky, lucky, lucky.


  ***


  Patrick Ducharme, the sole detective on the Sterling police force, sat on a bench on the far side of the locker room, listening to the patrol officers on the morning shift pick on a rookie with a little extra padding around the middle. “Hey, Fisher,” Eddie Odenkirk said, “are you the one who’s having the baby, or is it your wife?”


  As the rest of the guys laughed, Patrick took pity on the kid. “It’s early, Eddie,” he said. “Can’t you at least wait to start in until we’ve all had a cup of coffee?”


  “I would, Captain,” Eddie laughed, “but it looks like Fisher already ate all the donuts and—what the hell is that?”


  Patrick followed Eddie’s gaze downward, to his own feet. He did not, as a matter of course, change in the locker room with the patrol officers, but he’d jogged to the station this morning instead of driving, to work off too much good cooking consumed over the weekend. He’d spent Saturday and Sunday in Maine with the girl who currently held his heart—his goddaughter, a five-and-a-half-year-old named Tara Frost. Her mother, Nina, was Patrick’s oldest friend, and the one love he probably would never get over, although she managed to be doing quite well without him. Over the course of the weekend, Patrick had deliberately lost ten thousand games of Candy Land, had given countless piggyback rides, had had his hair done, and—here was his cardinal mistake—had allowed Tara to put bright pink nail polish on his toes, which Patrick had forgotten to remove.


  He glanced down at his feet and curled his toes under. “Chicks think it’s hot,” he said gruffly, as the seven men in the locker room struggled not to snicker at someone who was technically their superior. Patrick yanked his dress socks on, slipped into his loafers, and walked out, still holding his tie. One, he counted. Two, three. On cue, laughter spilled out of the locker room, following him down the hallway.


  In his office, Patrick closed the door and peered at himself in the tiny mirror on the back. His black hair was still damp from his shower; his face was flushed from his run. He shimmied the knot of his tie up his neck, fashioning the noose, and then sat down at his desk.


  Seventy-two emails had come in over the weekend—and usually anything more than fifty meant he wouldn’t get home before 8:00 p.m. all week. He began to weed through them, adding notes to a devil’s To Do list—one that never got any shorter, no matter how hard he worked.


  Today, Patrick had to drive drugs down to the state lab—not a big deal, except that it was a four-hour block of his day that vanished right there. He had a rape case coming to fruition, the perp identified from a college face book and his statements transcribed and ready for the AG’s office. He had a cell phone that had been nabbed out of a car by a homeless guy. He had blood results come back from the lab as a match for a break-in at a jewelry store, and a suppression hearing in superior court, and already on his desk was the first new complaint of the day—a theft of wallets in which the credit cards had been used, leaving a trail for Patrick to trace.


  Being a small-town detective required Patrick to be firing on all cylinders, all the time. Unlike cops he knew who worked for city departments, where they had twenty-four hours to solve a case before it was considered cold, Patrick’s job was to take everything that came across his desk—not to cherry-pick for the interesting ones. It was hard to get excited about a bad check case, or a theft that would net the perp a $200 fine when it cost the taxpayers five times that to have Patrick focus on it for a week. But every time he started thinking that his cases weren’t particularly important, he’d find himself face-to-face with a victim: the hysterical mother whose wallet had been stolen; the mom-and-pop jewelry store owners who’d been robbed of their retirement income; the rattled professor who was a victim of identity theft. Hope, Patrick knew, was the exact measure of distance between himself and the person who’d come for help. If Patrick didn’t get involved, if he didn’t give a hundred percent, then that victim was going to be a victim forever—which was why, since Patrick had joined the Sterling police, he had managed to solve every single case.


  And yet.


  When Patrick was lying in his bed alone and letting his mind sew a seam across the hem of his life, he did not remember the proven successes—only the potential failures. When he walked around the perimeter of a vandalized barn or found the stolen car stripped down and dumped in the woods or handed the tissue to the sobbing girl who’d been date-raped, Patrick couldn’t help but feel that he was too late. He was a detective, but he didn’t detect anything. It fell into his lap, already broken, every time.


  ***


  It was the first warm day of March, the one where you started to believe that the snow would melt sooner rather than later, and that June was truly just around the corner. Josie sat on the hood of Matt’s Saab in the student parking lot, thinking that it was closer to summer than it was to the start of this school year, that in a scant three months, she would officially be a member of the senior class.


  Beside her, Matt leaned against the windshield, his face tipped up to the sun. “Let’s ditch school,” he said. “It’s too nice out to be stuck inside all day.”


  “If you ditch, you’ll be benched.”


  The state championship tournament in hockey began this afternoon, and Matt played right wing. Sterling had won last year, and they had every expectation of doing it again. “You’re coming to the game,” Matt said, and it wasn’t a question, but a statement.


  “Are you going to score?”


  Matt smiled wickedly and tugged her on top of him. “Don’t I always?” he said, but he wasn’t talking about hockey anymore, and she felt a blush rise over the collar of her scarf.


  Suddenly Josie felt a rain of hail on her back. They both sat up to find Brady Pryce, a football player, walking by hand-in-hand with Haley Weaver, the homecoming queen. Haley tossed a second shower of pennies—Sterling High’s way of wishing an athlete good luck. “Kick ass today, Royston,” Brady called.


  Their math teacher was crossing the parking lot, too, with a worn black leather briefcase and a thermos of coffee. “Hey, Mr. McCabe,” Matt called out. “How’d I do on last Friday’s test?”


  “Luckily, you’ve got other talents to fall back on, Mr. Royston,” the teacher said as he reached into his pocket. He winked at Josie as he pitched the coins, pennies that fell from the sky onto her shoulders like confetti, like stars coming loose.


  ***


  It figures, Alex thought as she stuffed the contents of her purse back inside. She had switched handbags and left her pass key at home, which allowed her into the employee entrance at the rear of the superior court. Although she’d pushed the buzzer a million times, no one seemed to be around to let her in.


  “Goddamn,” she muttered under her breath, hiking around the slush puddles so that her alligator heels wouldn’t get ruined—one of the perks of parking in the back was not having to do this. She could cut through the clerk’s office to her chambers, and if the planets were aligned, maybe even onto the bench without causing a delay in the docket.


  Although the public entrance of the court had a line twenty people long, the court officers recognized Alex because, unlike the district court circuit, where you bounced from courthouse to courthouse, she would be ensconced here for six months. The officers waved her to the front of the line, but since she was carrying keys and a stainless steel travel thermos and God only knew what else in her purse, she set off the metal detectors.


  The alarm was a spotlight; every eye in the lobby turned to see who’d gotten caught. Ducking her head, Alex hurried across the polished tile floor and nearly lost her footing. As she pitched forward, a squat man reached forward to steady her. “Hey, baby,” he said, leering. “I like your shoes.”


  Without responding, Alex yanked herself out of his grasp and headed toward the clerk’s office. None of the other superior court judges had to deal with this. Judge Wagner was a nice guy, but with a face that looked like a pumpkin left to rot after Halloween. Judge Gerhardt—a fellow female—had blouses that were older than Alex. When Alex had first come to the bench, she’d thought that being a relatively young, moderately attractive woman was a good thing—a vote against typecasting—but on mornings like this, she wasn’t so sure.


  She dumped her purse in chambers, shrugged into her robe, and took five minutes to drink her coffee and review the docket. Each case got its own file, but cases for repeat offenders were rubber-banded together, and sometimes judges wrote Post-it notes to each other inside about the case. Alex opened one and saw a picture of a stick-figure man with bars in front of his face—a signal from Judge Gerhardt that this was the offender’s last chance, and that next time, he should go to jail.


  She rang the buzzer to signify to the court officer that she was ready to start, and waited to hear her cue: “All rise, the Honorable Alexandra Cormier presiding.” Walking into a courtroom, to Alex, always felt as if she were stepping onto a stage for the first time at a Broadway opening. You knew there would be people there, you knew their gazes would all be focused on you, but that didn’t prevent you from having a moment when you could not breathe, could not believe you were the one they had come to see.


  Alex moved briskly behind the bench and sat down. There were seventy arraignments scheduled for that morning, and the courtroom was packed. The first defendant was called, and he shuffled past the bar with his eyes averted.


  “Mr. O’Reilly,” Alex said, and as the man met her gaze she recognized him as the guy from the lobby. He was clearly uncomfortable, now that he realized whom he’d been flirting with. “You’re the gentleman who assisted me earlier, aren’t you?”


  He swallowed. “Yes, Your Honor.”


  “If you’d known I was the judge, Mr. O’Reilly, would you have said, ‘Hey, baby, I like your shoes’?”


  The defendant glanced down, weighing impropriety against honesty. “I guess so, Your Honor,” he said after a moment. “Those are great shoes.”


  The entire courtroom went still, anticipating her reaction. Alex smiled broadly. “Mr. O’Reilly,” she said, “I couldn’t agree more.”


  ***


  Lacy Houghton leaned over the bed railing and put her face right in front of her sobbing patient’s. “You can do this,” she said firmly. “You can do this, and you will.”


  After sixteen hours of labor, they were all exhausted—Lacy, the patient, and the father-to-be, who was facing zero-hour with the dawning realization that he was superfluous, that right now, his wife wanted her midwife much more than she wanted him. “I want you to get behind Janine,” Lacy told him, “and brace her back. Janine, I want you to look at me and give me another good push...”


  The woman gritted her teeth and bore down, losing all sense of herself in the effort to create someone else. Lacy reached down to feel the baby’s head, to guide it past the seal of skin and quickly loop the cord over its head without ever losing eye contact with her patient. “For the next twenty seconds, your baby is going to be the newest person on this planet,” Lacy said. “Would you like to meet her?”


  The answer was a pressured push. A crest of intention, a roar of purpose, a sluice of slick, purpled body that Lacy quickly lifted into the mother’s arms, so that when the infant cried for the first time in this life, she would already be in a position to be comforted.


  Her patient started weeping again—tears had a whole different melody, didn’t they, without the pain threaded through them? The new parents bent over their baby, a closed circle. Lacy stepped back and watched. There was plenty of work left for a midwife to do even after the moment of birth, but for right now, she wanted to make eye contact with this little being. Where parents would notice a chin that looked like Aunt Marge’s or a nose that resembled Grandpa’s, Lacy would see instead a gaze wide with wisdom and peace—eight pounds of unadulterated possibility. Newborns reminded her of tiny Buddhas, faces full of divinity. It didn’t last long, though. When Lacy saw these same infants a week later at their regular checkups, they had turned into ordinary—albeit tiny—people. That holiness, somehow, disappeared, and Lacy was always left wondering where in this world it might go.


  ***


  While his mother was across town delivering the newest resident of Sterling, New Hampshire, Peter Houghton was waking up. His father knocked on the door on his way out to work—Peter’s alarm clock. Downstairs, a bowl and a box of cereal would be waiting for him—his mother remembered to do that even when she got paged at two in the morning. There would be a note from her, too, telling him to have a good day at school, as if it were that simple.


  Peter threw back his covers. He moved to his desk, still wearing his pajama bottoms, sat down, and logged onto the Internet.


  The words on the message board were blurry. He reached for his glasses—he kept them next to his computer. After he slipped the frames on, he dropped the case onto the keyboard—and suddenly, he was seeing something he’d hoped never to see again.


  Peter reached out and hit CONTROL ALT DELETE, but he could still picture it, even after the screen went blank, even after he closed his eyes, even after he started to cry.


  ***


  In a town the size of Sterling, everyone knew everyone else, and always had. In some ways, this was comforting—like a great big extended family that you sometimes loved and sometimes fell out of favor with. At other times, it haunted Josie: like right now, when she was standing in the cafeteria line behind Natalie Zlenko, a dyke of the first order who, way back in second grade, had invited Josie over to play and had convinced her to pee on the front lawn like a boy. What were you thinking, her mother had said, when she’d come to pick her up and saw them bare-bottomed and squatting over the daffodils. Even now, a decade later, Josie couldn’t look at Natalie Zlenko with her buzz cut and her ever-present SLR camera without wondering if Natalie still thought about that, too.


  On Josie’s other side was Courtney Ignatio, the alpha female of Sterling High. With her honey-blond hair hanging over her shoulders like a shawl made of silk and her low-rise jeans mail-ordered from Fred Segal, she’d spawned an entourage of clones. On Courtney’s tray was a bottle of water and a banana. On Josie’s was a platter of French fries. It was second period, and just like her mother had predicted, she was famished.


  “Hey,” Courtney said, loud enough for Natalie to overhear. “Can you tell the vagitarian to let us pass?”


  Natalie’s cheeks burned with color, and she flattened herself up against the sneeze guard of the salad bar so that Courtney and Josie could slip by. They paid for their food and walked across the cafeteria.


  Whenever she came into the cafeteria, Josie felt like a naturalist observing different species in their natural, nonacademic habitat. There were the geeks, bent over their textbooks and laughing at math jokes nobody else even wanted to understand. Behind them were the art freaks, who smoked clove cigarettes on the ropes course behind the school and drew manga comics in the margins of their notes. Near the condiment bar were the skanks, who drank black coffee and waited for the bus that would take them to the technical high school three towns over for their afternoon classes; and the druggies, already strung out by nine o’clock in the morning. There were misfits, too—kids like Natalie and Angela Phlug, fringe friends by default, because nobody else would have them.


  And then there was Josie’s posse. They took over two tables, not because there were so many of them, but because they were larger than life: Emma, Maddie, Haley, John, Brady, Trey, Drew. Josie could remember how, when she started hanging around with this group, she’d get everyone’s names confused. They were that interchangeable.


  They all sort of looked alike, too—the boys all wearing their maroon home hockey jerseys and their hats backward, bright thatches of hair stuck through the loops at their foreheads like the start of a fire; the girls carbon copies of Courtney, by studious design. Josie slipped inconspicuously into the heart of them, because she looked like Courtney, too. Her tangle of hair had been blown glass-straight; her heels were three inches high, even though there was still snow on the ground. If she appeared the same on the outside, it was that much easier to ignore the fact that she didn’t really know how she felt on the inside.


  “Hey,” Maddie said, as Courtney sat down beside her.


  “Hey.”


  “Did you hear about Fiona Kierland?”


  Courtney’s eyes lit up; gossip was as good a catalyst as any chemical. “The one whose boobs are two different sizes?”


  “No, that’s Fiona the sophomore. I’m talking about Fiona the freshman.”


  “The one who always carries a box of tissues for her allergies?” Josie said, sliding into a seat.


  “Or not,” Haley said. “Guess who got sent to rehab for snorting coke.”


  “Get out.”


  “That’s not even the whole scandal,” Emma added. “Her dealer was the head of the Bible study group that meets after school.”


  “Oh my God!” Courtney said.


  “Exactly.”


  “Hey.” Matt slipped into the chair beside Josie. “What took you so long?”


  She turned to him. At this end of the table, the guys were rolling straw wrappers into spitballs and talking about the end of spring skiing. “How long do you think the half-pipe will stay open at Sunapee?” John asked, lobbing a spitball toward a kid one table away who had fallen asleep.


  The boy had been in Josie’s Sign Language elective last year. Like her, he was a junior. His arms and legs were skinny and white and splayed like a stickbug; his mouth, as he snored, was wide-open.


  “You missed, loser,” Drew said. “If Sunapee closes, Killington’s still good. They have snow until, like, August.” His spitball landed in the boy’s hair.


  Derek. The kid’s name was Derek.


  Matt glanced at Josie’s French fries. “You’re not going to eat those, are you?”


  “I’m starving.”


  He pinched the side of her waist, a caliper and a criticism all at once. Josie looked down at the fries. Ten seconds ago, they’d looked golden brown and smelled like heaven; now all she could see was the grease that stained the paper plate.


  Matt took a handful and passed the rest to Drew, who threw a spitball that landed in the sleeping boy’s mouth. With a choke and a sputter, Derek startled awake.


  “Sweet!” Drew high-fived John.


  Derek spat into a napkin and rubbed his mouth hard. He glanced around to see who else had been watching. Josie suddenly remembered a sign from her ASL elective, almost all of which she’d forgotten the moment she’d taken the final. A closed fist moved in a circle over the heart meant I’m sorry.


  Matt leaned over and kissed her neck. “Let’s get out of here.” He drew Josie to her feet and then turned to his friends. “Later,” he said.


  ***


  The gymnasium at Sterling High School was on the second floor, above what would have been a swimming pool if the bond issue had passed when the school was in its planning stages, and what instead became three classrooms that continually resounded with the pounding of sneakered feet and bouncing basketballs. Michael Beach and his best friend, Justin Friedman, two freshmen, sat on the sidelines of the basketball court while their Phys Ed teacher went over the mechanics of dribbling for the hundredth time. It was a wasted exercise—kids in this class were either like Noah James, already an expert, or like Michael and Justin, who were fluent in Elvish but defined home run as what you did after school in order to avoid getting hung up on coat hooks by your underwear. They sat cross-legged and knob-kneed, listening to the rodent’s squeak of Coach Spears’s white sneakers as he hustled from one end of the court to the other.


  “Ten bucks says I get picked last for a team,” Justin murmured.


  “I wish we could get out of class,” Michael commiserated. “Maybe there’ll be a fire drill.”


  Justin grinned. “An earthquake.”


  “A monsoon.”


  “Locusts!”


  “A terrorist attack!”


  Two sneakers stopped in front of them. Coach Spears glared down, his arms folded. “You two want to tell me what’s so funny about basketball?”


  Michael glanced at Justin, then up at the coach. “Absolutely nothing,” he said.


  ***


  After showering, Lacy Houghton made herself a mug of green tea and wandered peacefully through her house. When the kids had been tiny and she’d been overwhelmed by work and life, Lewis would ask her what he could do to make things better. It had been a great irony for her, given Lewis’s job. A professor at Sterling College, his specialty was the economics of happiness. Yes, it was a real field of study, and yes, he was an expert. He’d taught seminars and written articles and had been interviewed on CNN about measuring the effects of pleasure and good fortune on a monetary scale—and yet he’d been at a loss when it came to figuring out what Lacy would enjoy. Did she want to go out to a nice dinner? Get a pedicure? Take a nap? When she told him what she craved, though, he could not comprehend. She’d wanted to be in her own house, with nobody else in it, and nothing pressing to do.


  She opened the door to Peter’s room and set her mug on the dresser so that she could make his bed. What’s the point, Peter would say when she dogged him to do it himself. I just have to mess it up again in a few hours.


  For the most part, she didn’t enter Peter’s room unless he was in it. Maybe that was why, at first, she felt there was something wrong about the space, as if an integral part were missing. At first she assumed that it was Peter’s absence that made the room seem a little empty, then she realized that the computer—a steady hum, an ever-ready green screen—had been turned off.


  She tugged the sheets up and tucked in the edges; she drew the quilt over them and fluffed the pillows. At the threshold of Peter’s bedroom she paused and smiled: the room looked perfect.


  ***


  Zoe Patterson was wondering what it was like to kiss a guy who had braces. Not that it was a remote possibility for her anytime in the near future, but she figured it was something she ought to consider before the moment actually caught her off guard. In fact, she wondered what it would be like to kiss a guy, period—even one who wasn’t orthodontically challenged, like her. And honestly, was there any place better than a stupid math class to let your mind wander?


  Mr. McCabe, who thought he was the Chris Rock of algebra, was doing his daily stand-up routine. “So, two kids are in the lunch line, when the first kid turns to his friend and says, ‘I have no money! What should I do?’ And his buddy says, ‘2x + 5!’”


  Zoe looked up at the clock. She counted along with the second hand until it was 9:50 on the dot and then popped out of her seat to hand Mr. McCabe a pass. “Ah, orthodontia,” he read out loud. “Well, make sure he doesn’t wire your mouth shut, Ms. Patterson. So, the buddy says, ‘2x + 5.’ A binomial. Get it? Buy-no-meal?!”


  Zoe hefted her backpack onto her shoulders and walked out of the classroom. She had to meet her mom in front of the school at ten o’clock—parking was killer, so it would be a drive-by pickup. Mid-class, the halls were hollow and resonant; it felt like trudging through the belly of a whale. Zoe detoured into the main office to sign out on the secretary’s clipboard, and then nearly mowed down a kid in her hurry to get outside.


  It was warm enough to unzip her jacket and think of summer and soccer camp and what it would be like when her palate expander was finally removed. If you kissed a guy who didn’t have braces, and you pressed too hard, could you cut his gums? Something told Zoe that if you made a guy bleed, you probably wouldn’t be hooking up with him again. What if he had braces, too, like that blond kid from Chicago who’d just transferred and sat in front of her in English (not that she liked him or anything, although he had turned around to hand her back her homework paper and held on to it just a smidgen too long...)? Would they get stuck together like jammed gears and have to be taken to the emergency room at the hospital, and how totally humiliating would that be?


  Zoe ran her tongue along the ragged metal fence posts in her mouth. Maybe she could temporarily join a convent.


  She sighed and peered down the block to see whether she could make out her mom’s green Explorer from the conga line of passing cars. And just about then, something exploded.


  ***


  Patrick sat at a red light in his unmarked police car, waiting to turn onto the highway. Beside him, on the passenger seat, was a paper bag with a vial of cocaine inside it. The dealer they’d busted at the high school had admitted it was cocaine, and yet Patrick had to waste half his day taking it to the state lab so that someone in a white coat could tell him what he already knew. He fiddled with the volume button of the dispatch radio just in time to hear the fire department being sent to the high school for an explosion. Probably the boiler; the school was old enough for its internal structure to be falling apart. He tried to remember where the boiler was located in Sterling High, and wondered if they’d be lucky enough to come out of that kind of situation without anyone being hurt.


  Shots fired...


  The light turned green, but Patrick didn’t move. The discharge of a gun in Sterling was rare enough to have him narrow his attention to the voice on the dispatch radio, waiting for an explanation.


  At the high school... Sterling High...


  The dispatcher’s voice was getting faster, more intense. Patrick wheeled the car in a U-turn and started toward the school with his lights flashing. Other voices began to transmit in static bursts: officers stating their positions in town; the on-duty supervisor trying to coordinate manpower and calling for mutual aid from Hanover and Lebanon. Their voices knotted and tangled, blocking one another so that everything and nothing was being said at once.


  Signal 1000, the dispatcher said. Signal 1000.


  In Patrick’s entire career as a detective, he’d only heard that call twice. Once was in Maine, when a deadbeat dad had taken an officer hostage. Once was in Sterling, during a potential bank robbery that turned out to be a false alarm. Signal 1000 meant that everyone, immediately, was to get off the radio and leave it free for dispatch. It meant that what they were dealing with was not routine police business.


  It meant life or death.


  ***


  Chaos was a constellation of students, running out of the school and trampling the injured. A boy holding a handmade sign in an upstairs window that read HELP US. Two girls hugging each other and sobbing. Chaos was blood melting pink on the snow; it was the drip of parents that turned into a stream and then a raging river, screaming out the names of their missing children. Chaos was a TV camera in your face, not enough ambulances, not enough officers, and no plan for how to react when the world as you knew it went to pieces.


  Patrick pulled halfway onto the sidewalk and grabbed his bulletproof vest from the back of the car. Already, adrenaline pulsed through him, making the edges of his vision swim and his senses more acute. He found Chief O’Rourke standing with a megaphone in the middle of the melee. “We don’t know what we’re dealing with yet,” the chief said. “SOU’s on its way.”


  Patrick didn’t give a damn about the Special Operations Unit. By the time the SWAT team got here, a hundred more shots might be fired; a kid might be killed. He drew his gun. “I’m going in.”


  “The hell you are. That’s not protocol.”


  “There is no fucking protocol for this,” Patrick snapped. “You can fire me later.”


  As he raced up the steps to the school, he was vaguely aware of two other patrol officers bucking the chief’s commands and joining him in the fray. Patrick directed them each down a different hallway, and then he himself pushed through the double doors, past students who were shoving each other in an effort to get outside. Fire alarms blared so loudly that Patrick had to strain to hear the gunshots. He grabbed the coat of a boy streaking past him. “Who is it?” he yelled. “Who’s shooting?”


  The kid shook his head, speechless, and wrenched away. Patrick watched him run crazily down the hallway, open the door, burst into a rectangle of sunlight.


  Students funneled around him, as if he were a stone in a river. Smoke billowed and burned his eyes. Patrick heard another staccato of gunshots, and had to restrain himself from running toward them blindly. “How many of them?” he cried as a girl ran by.


  “I... I don’t know...”


  The boy beside her turned around and looked at Patrick, torn between offering knowledge and getting the hell out of there. “It’s a kid... he’s shooting everyone...”


  That was enough. Patrick pushed against the tide, a salmon swimming upstream. Homework papers were scattered on the floor; shell casings rolled beneath the heels of his shoes. Ceiling tiles had been shot off, and a fine gray dust coated the broken bodies that lay twisted on the floor. Patrick ignored all of this, going against most of his training—running past doors that might hide a perp, disregarding rooms that should have been searched—instead driving forward with his weapon drawn and his heart beating through every inch of his skin. Later, he would remember other sights that he didn’t have time to register right away: the heating duct covers that had been pried loose so that students could hide in the crawl space; the shoes left behind by kids who literally ran out of them; the eerie prescience of crime-scene outlines on the floor outside the biology classrooms, where students had been tracing their own bodies on butcher paper for an assignment.


  He ran through hallways that seemed to circle in on each other. “Where?” he would bite out every time he passed a fleeing student—his only tool of navigation. He’d see sprays of blood, and students crumpled on the ground, and he did not let himself look twice. He pounded up the main stairwell, and just as he reached the top, a door cracked open. Patrick whirled, pointing his gun, as a young female teacher fell to her knees with her hands raised. Behind the white oval of her face were twelve others, featureless and frightened. Patrick could smell urine.


  He lowered his gun and beckoned her toward the staircase. “Go,” he commanded, but he did not stay long enough to see if they did.


  Turning a corner, Patrick slipped on blood and heard another gunshot, this one loud enough to ring his ears. He swept into the open double doors of the gymnasium and scanned the handful of sprawled bodies, the basketball cart overturned and the globes resting against the far wall—but no shooter. He knew, from the overtime detail he’d taken on Friday nights to monitor high school ball games, that he’d reached the far end of Sterling High. Which meant that the shooter was either hiding somewhere here or had doubled back past him when Patrick hadn’t noticed... and could even now have cornered him in this gym.


  Patrick spun around to the entrance again to see if that was the case, and then heard another shot. He ran to a door that led out from the gym, one he hadn’t noticed in his first quick visual sweep of the area. It was a locker room, tiled white on the walls and the floor. He glanced down, saw the fanned spray of blood at his feet, and edged his gun around the corner wall.


  Two bodies lay unmoving at one end of the locker room. At the other, closer to Patrick, a slight boy crouched beside a bank of lockers. He wore wire-rimmed glasses, crooked on his thin face. He was shivering hard.


  “Are you okay?” Patrick whispered. He did not want to speak out loud and give away his position to the shooter.


  The boy only blinked at him.


  “Where is he?” Patrick mouthed.


  The boy pulled a pistol from beneath his thigh and held it up to his own head.


  A new rush of heat surged through Patrick. “Don’t fucking move,” he shouted, drawing a bead on the boy. “Drop the gun or I will shoot you.” Sweat broke out down his back and on his forehead, and he could feel his cupped hands shifting on the butt of the gun as he aimed, determined to lace the kid with bullets if he had to.


  Patrick let his forefinger brush gently against the trigger just as the boy opened his fingers wide as a starfish. The pistol fell to the floor, skittering across the tile.


  Immediately, he pounced. One of the other officers—whom Patrick hadn’t even noticed following him—retrieved the boy’s weapon. Patrick dropped the kid onto his stomach and cuffed him, pressing his knee hard into the boy’s spine. “Are you alone? Who’s with you?”


  “Just me,” the boy ground out.


  Patrick’s head was spinning and his pulse was a military tattoo, but he could vaguely hear the other officer calling this information in over the radio: “Sterling, we have one in custody; we don’t have knowledge of anyone else.”


  Just as seamlessly as it had started, it was over—at least as much as something like this could be considered over. Patrick didn’t know if there were booby traps or bombs in the school; he didn’t know how many casualties there were; he didn’t know how many wounded Dartmouth-Hitchcock Medical Center and Alice Peck Day Hospital could take; he didn’t know how to go about processing a crime scene this massive. The target had been taken out, but at what irreplaceable cost? Patrick’s entire body began to shake, knowing that for so many students and parents and citizens today, he had once again been too late.


  He took a few steps and sank down to his knees, mostly because his legs simply gave out from underneath them, and pretended that this was intentional, that he wanted to check out the two bodies at the other end of the room. He was vaguely aware of the shooter being pushed out of the locker room by the other officer, to a waiting cruiser downstairs. He didn’t turn to watch the kid go; instead he focused on the body directly in front of him.


  A boy, dressed in a hockey jersey. There was a puddle of blood underneath his side, and a gunshot wound through his forehead. Patrick reached out for a baseball cap that had fallen a few feet away, with the words STERLING HOCKEY embroidered across it. He turned the brim around in his hands, an imperfect circle.


  The girl lying next to him was facedown, blood spreading from beneath her temple. She was barefoot, and on her toenails was bright pink polish—just like the stuff Tara had put on Patrick. It made his heart catch. This girl, just like his goddaughter and her brother and a million other kids in this country, had gotten up today and gone to school never imagining she would be in danger. She trusted all the grown-ups and teachers and principals to keep her safe. It was why these schools, post-9/11, had teachers wearing ID all the time and doors locked during the day—the enemy was always supposed to be an outsider, not the kid who was sitting right next to you.


  Suddenly, the girl shifted. “Help... me...”


  Patrick knelt beside her. “I’m here,” he said, his touch gentle as he assessed her condition. “Everything’s all right.” He turned her enough to see that the blood was coming from a cut on her scalp, not a gunshot wound, as he’d assumed. He ran his hands over her limbs. He kept murmuring to her, words that did not always make sense, but that let her know that she wasn’t alone anymore. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”


  “Josie...” The girl started to thrash, trying to sit up. Patrick put the bulk of his body strategically between her and the boy’s—she’d be in shock already; he didn’t need her to go over the edge. She touched her hand to her forehead, and when it came away oily with blood, she panicked. “What... happened?”


  He should have stayed there and waited for the medics to come get her. He should have radioed for help. But should hardly seemed to apply anymore, and so Patrick lifted Josie into his arms. He carried her out of the locker room where she’d nearly been killed, hurried down the stairs, and pushed through the front door of the school, as if he might be able to save them both.


  Seventeen Years Before


  There were fourteen people sitting in front of Lacy, if you counted the fact that each of the seven women attending this prenatal class was pregnant. Some of them had come equipped with notebooks and pens, and had spent the past hour and a half writing down recommended dosages of folic acid, the names of teratogens, and suggested diets for a mother-to-be. Two had turned green in the middle of the discussion of a normal birth and had rushed to the bathroom with morning sickness—which, of course, stretched as long as the whole day, and was like saying summertime when you really meant all four seasons of the year.


  She was tired. Only a week back into work after her own maternity leave, it seemed patently unfair that if she wasn’t up all night with her own baby, she had to be awake delivering someone else’s. Her breasts ached, an uncomfortable reminder that she had to go pump again, so that she’d have milk to leave the sitter tomorrow for Peter.


  And yet, she loved her job too much to give it up entirely. She’d had the grades to get into medical school, and had considered being an OB/GYN, until she realized that she had a profound inability to sit bedside by a patient and not feel her pain. Doctors put a wall up between themselves and their patients; nurses broke it down. She switched into a program that would certify her as a nurse-midwife, that encouraged her to tap into the emotional health of a mother-to-be instead of just her symptomology. Maybe it made some of the doctors at the hospital consider her a flake, but Lacy truly believed that when you asked a patient How do you feel?, what was wrong wasn’t nearly as important as what was right.


  She reached past the plastic model of the growing fetus and lifted a bestselling pregnancy guidebook into the air. “How many of you have seen this book before?”


  Seven hands lifted.


  “Okay. Do not buy this book. Do not read this book. If it’s already at your house, throw it out. This book will convince you that you are going to bleed out, have seizures, drop dead, or any of a hundred other things that do not happen with normal pregnancies. Believe me, the range of normal is much wider than anything these authors will tell you.”


  She glanced in the back, where a woman was holding her side. Cramping? Lacy thought. Ectopic pregnancy?


  The woman was dressed in a black suit, her hair pulled back into a neat, low ponytail. Lacy watched her pinch her waist once again, this time pulling off a small beeper attached to her skirt. She got to her feet. “I... um, I’m sorry. I have to go.”


  “Can it wait a few minutes?” Lacy asked. “We’re just about to go on a tour of the birthing pavilion.”


  The woman handed her the paperwork she’d been asked to fill out during this visit. “I have something more pressing to deal with,” she said, and she hurried off.


  “Well,” Lacy said. “Maybe this is a good time for a bathroom break.” As the six remaining women filed out of the room, she glanced down at the forms in her hand. Alexandra Cormier, she read. And she thought: I’m going to have to watch this one.


  ***


  The last time Alex had defended Loomis Bronchetti, he had broken into three homes and stolen electronics equipment, which he then tried to fence on the streets of Enfield, New Hampshire. Although Loomis was enterprising enough to dream up this scheme, he failed to realize that in a town as small as Enfield, hot stereo equipment might raise a red flag.


  Apparently, Loomis had escalated his criminal résumé last night when he and two friends decided to go after a drug dealer who didn’t bring them enough pot. They got high, hog-tied the guy, and threw him in the trunk. Loomis whacked the dealer over the head with a baseball bat, cracking his skull and sending him into convulsions. When he started choking on his own blood, Loomis turned him over so that he could breathe.


  “I can’t believe they’re charging me with assault,” Loomis told Alex through the bars of the holding cell. “I saved the guy’s life.”


  “Well,” Alex said. “We might have been able to use that—if you hadn’t been the one who inflicted the injury in the first place.”


  “You gotta plead me out for less than a year. I don’t want to get sent down to the prison in Concord...”


  “You could have been charged with attempted murder, you know.”


  Loomis scowled. “I was doing the cops a favor, getting a lowlife like that off the streets.”


  The same, Alex knew, could be said for Loomis Bronchetti, if he was convicted and sent to the state prison. But her job was not about judging Loomis. It was about working hard, in spite of her personal opinions about a client. It was about showing one face to Loomis, and knowing she had another one masked away. It was about not letting her feelings interfere with her ability to get Loomis Bronchetti acquitted.


  “Let me see what I can do,” she said.


  ***


  Lacy understood that all infants were different—tiny little creatures with their own quirks and habits and peeves and desires. But somehow, she’d expected that this second foray into motherhood would produce a child like her first—Joey, a golden boy who would make passersby turn their heads, stop her as she pushed the stroller to tell her what a beautiful child she had. Peter was just as beautiful, but he was definitely a more challenging baby. He’d cry, colicky, and have to be soothed by putting his car seat on the vibrating clothes dryer. He’d be nursing, and suddenly arch away from her.


  It was two in the morning, and Lacy was trying to get Peter to settle back to sleep. Unlike Joey, who fell into slumber like taking a giant step off a cliff, Peter fought it every step of the way. She patted his back and rubbed small circles between his tiny shoulder blades as he hiccuped and wailed. Frankly, she felt like doing that, too. For the past two hours, she’d watched the same infomercial on Ginsu knives. She had counted the ticking stripes on the elephantine arm of the sofa until they blurred. She was so exhausted that everything ached. “What’s the matter, little man,” she sighed. “What can I do to make you happy?”


  Happiness was relative, according to her husband. Although most people laughed when Lacy told them her husband’s job involved putting a price on joy, it was simply what economists did—find value for the intangibles in life. Lewis’s colleagues at Sterling College had presented papers on the relative push an education could provide, or universal health care, or job satisfaction. Lewis’s discipline was no less important, if unorthodox. It made him a popular guest on NPR, on Larry King, at corporate seminars—somehow, number crunching seemed sexier when you began talking about the dollar amount a belly laugh was worth, or a dumb blonde joke, for that matter. Regular sex, for example, was equivalent (happinesswise) to getting a $50,000 raise. However, getting a $50,000 raise wouldn’t be nearly as exciting if everyone else was getting a $50,000 raise, too. By the same token, what made you happy once might not make you happy now. Five years ago, Lacy would have given anything for a dozen roses brought home by her husband; now, if he offered her the chance to take a ten-minute nap, she would fall to the ground in paroxysms of delight.


  Statistics aside, Lewis would go down in history as being the economist who’d conceived a mathematical formula for happiness: R/E, or, Reality divided by Expectations. There were two ways to be happy: improve your reality, or lower your expectations. Once, at a neighborhood dinner party, Lacy had asked him what happened if you had no expectations. You couldn’t divide by zero. Did that mean if you just let yourself roll with all of life’s punches, you could never be happy? In the car later that night, Lewis had accused her of trying to make him look bad.


  Lacy didn’t like to let herself consider whether Lewis and their family were truly happy. You’d think the man who designed the formula would have happiness figured out, but somehow, it didn’t work that way. Sometimes she’d recall that old adage—the shoemaker’s sons go barefoot—and she’d wonder, What about the children of the man who knows the value of happiness? These days, when Lewis was late at the office, working on another publication deadline, and Lacy was so exhausted she could fall asleep standing up in the hospital elevator, she tried to convince herself it was simply a phase they were stuck in: a baby boot camp that would surely transform one day into contentment and satisfaction and togetherness and all the other parameters Lewis plotted on his computer programs. After all, she had a husband who loved her and two healthy boys and a fulfilling career. Wasn’t getting what you wanted all along the very definition of being happy?


  She realized that—miracle of miracles—Peter had fallen asleep on her shoulder, the sweet peach of his cheek pressed against her bare skin. Tiptoeing up the stairs, she gently settled him into his crib and then glanced across the room at the bed where Joey lay. The moon fawned over him like a disciple. She wondered what Peter would be like when he was Joey’s age. She wondered if you could get that lucky twice.


  ***


  Alex Cormier was younger than Lacy had thought. Twenty-four, but she carried herself with enough confidence to make people think she was a decade older. “So,” Lacy said, introducing herself. “How did that pressing matter turn out?”


  Alex blinked at her, then remembered: the birthing pavilion tour she had slipped away from a week ago. “It was plea bargained.”


  “You’re a lawyer, then?” Lacy said, glancing up from her notes.


  “A public defender.” Alex’s chin came up a notch, as if she was ready for Lacy to make a deprecating comment about her affiliation with the bad guys.


  “That must be awfully demanding work,” Lacy said. “Does your office know you’re pregnant?”


  Alex shook her head. “It’s not an issue,” she said flatly. “I won’t be taking a maternity leave.”


  “You might change your mind as—”


  “I’m not keeping this baby,” Alex announced.


  Lacy sat back in her chair. “All right.” It was not her place to judge a mother for the decision to give up a child. “We can talk about different options, then,” Lacy said. At eleven weeks, Alex could still terminate the pregnancy if she wished.


  “I was going to have an abortion,” Alex said, as if she’d read Lacy’s mind. “But I missed my appointment.” She glanced up. “Twice.”


  Lacy knew you could be solidly pro-choice but unwilling or unable to make that decision for yourself—that’s exactly where the choice part kicked in. “Well, then,” she said, “I can give you information about adoption, if you haven’t already contacted any agencies yourself.” She reached into a drawer and pulled out folders—adoption agencies affiliated with a variety of religions, attorneys who specialized in private adoptions. Alex took the pamphlets and held them like a hand of playing cards. “For now, though, we can just focus on you and how you’re doing.”


  “I’m great,” Alex answered smoothly. “I’m not sick, I’m not tired.” She looked at her watch. “I am, however, going to be late for an appointment.”


  Lacy could tell that Alex was a coper—someone who was used to being in control in all facets of her life. “It’s okay to slow down when you’re pregnant. Your body might need that.”


  “I know how to take care of myself.”


  “What about letting someone else do it once in a while?”


  A shadow of irritation crossed over Alex’s face. “Look, I don’t need a therapy session. Honestly. I appreciate the concern, but—”


  “Does your partner support your decision to give the baby up?” Lacy asked.


  Alex turned her face away for a moment. Before Lacy could find the right words to draw her back, however, Alex did it herself. “There is no partner,” she said coolly.


  ***


  The last time Alex’s body had taken over, had done what her mind told her not to do, she had conceived this baby. It had started innocently enough—Logan Rourke, her trial advocacy professor, calling her into his office to tell her that she commanded the courtroom with competence; Logan saying that no juror would be able to take his eyes off her—and that neither could he. Alex had thought Logan was Clarence Darrow and F. Lee Bailey and God rolled up into one. Prestige and power could make a man so attractive it took one’s breath away; it turned Logan into what she’d been looking for her whole life.


  She believed him when he told her he hadn’t seen a student with as quick a mind as Alex in his ten years of teaching. She believed him when he told her that his marriage was over in all but name. And she believed him the night he drove her home from the campus, framed her face between his hands, and told her she was the reason he got up in the morning.


  Law was a study of detail and fact, not emotion. Alex’s cardinal mistake had been forgetting this when she became involved with Logan. She found herself postponing plans, waiting for his call, which sometimes came and sometimes didn’t. She pretended that she did not see him flirting with the first-year law students who looked at him the way she used to. And when she got pregnant, she convinced herself that they were meant to spend the rest of their lives together.


  Logan had told her to get rid of it. She’d scheduled an abortion, only to forget to write the date and time on her calendar. She rescheduled, but realized too late that her appointment conflicted with a final exam. After that, she’d gone to Logan. It’s a sign, she’d said.


  Maybe, he told her, but it doesn’t mean what you’re thinking. Be reasonable, Logan had said. A single mother will never make it as a trial attorney. She’d have to choose between her career and this baby.


  What he really meant was that she’d have to choose between having the baby and having him.


  ***


  The woman looked familiar from behind, in that way that people sometimes do when you see them out of context: your grocery clerk standing in line at the bank, your postman sitting across the aisle of the movie theater. Alex stared for another second, and then realized it was the infant throwing her off. She strode across the hallway of the courthouse toward the town clerk, where Lacy Houghton stood paying a parking ticket.


  “Need a lawyer?” Alex asked.


  Lacy looked up, the baby carrier balanced in the crook of her arm. It took a moment to place the face—she hadn’t seen Alex since her initial visit nearly a month ago. “Oh, hello!” she said, smiling.


  “What brings you to my neck of the woods?”


  “Oh, I’m posting bail for my ex...” Lacy waited for Alex’s eyes to widen, and then laughed. “Just kidding. I got a parking ticket.”


  Alex found herself staring down at the face of Lacy’s son. He wore a blue cap that tied underneath his chin, and his cheeks spilled over the edges of the fleece. He had a runny nose, and when he noticed Alex looking at him, he offered her a cavernous smile.


  “Would you like to grab a cup of coffee?” Lacy said.


  She slapped ten dollars down on top of her parking ticket and fed it through the open mouth of the payment window, then hefted the baby bucket a little higher into the crook of her arm and walked out of the court building to a Dunkin’ Donuts across the street. Lacy stopped to give a ten-dollar bill to a bum sitting outside the courthouse, and Alex rolled her eyes—she’d actually seen this particular fellow heading over to the closest bar yesterday when she left work.


  In the coffee shop, Alex watched Lacy effortlessly unpeel layers of clothing from her baby and lift him out of his seat onto her lap. As she talked, she draped a blanket over her shoulder and started to nurse Peter. “Is it hard?” Alex blurted out.


  “Nursing?”


  “Not just that,” Alex said. “Everything.”


  “It’s definitely an acquired skill.” Lacy lifted the baby onto her shoulder. His booted feet kicked against her chest, as if he was already trying to put distance between them. “Compared to your day job, motherhood is probably a piece of cake.”


  It made Alex think, immediately, of Logan Rourke, who had laughed at her when she said she was taking a job with the public defender’s office. You won’t last a week, he’d told her. You’re too soft for that.


  She sometimes wondered if she was a good public defender because of skill or because she had been so determined to show Logan that he was wrong. In any case, Alex had cultivated a persona on the job, one that was there to give offenders an equal voice in the legal system, without letting clients get under her skin.


  She’d already made that mistake with Logan.


  “Did you get a chance to contact any of the adoption agencies?” Lacy asked.


  Alex had not even taken the pamphlets she’d been given. For all she knew, they were still sitting on the counter of the examination room.


  “I put in a few calls,” Alex lied. She had it on her To Do list at work. It was just that something else always got in the way.


  “Can I ask you a personal question?” Lacy said, and Alex nodded slowly—she did not like personal questions. “What made you decide to give the baby up?”


  Had she ever really made that decision? Or had it been made for her?


  “This isn’t a good time,” Alex said.


  Lacy laughed. “I don’t know if it’s ever a good time to have a baby. Your life certainly gets turned upside down.”


  Alex stared at her. “I like my life right side up.”


  Lacy fussed with her baby’s shirt for a moment. “In a way, what you and I do isn’t really all that different.”


  “The recidivism rate is probably about the same,” Alex said.


  “No... I meant that we both see people when they’re at their most raw. That’s what I love about midwifery. You see how strong someone is, in the face of a really painful situation.” She glanced up at Alex. “Isn’t it amazing how, when you strip away everything, people are so much alike?”


  Alex thought of the defendants that had paraded through her professional life. They all blurred together in her mind. But was that because, as Lacy said, we were all similar? Or was it because Alex had become an expert at not looking too closely?


  She watched Lacy settle the baby on her knee. His hands smacked the table, and he made little gurgling noises. Suddenly Lacy stood up, thrusting the baby toward Alex so that she had to hold him or risk having him tumble onto the floor. “Here, hang on to Peter. I just have to run into the bathroom.”


  Alex panicked. Wait, she thought. I don’t know what I’m doing. The baby’s legs kicked, like a cartoon character who’d run off a cliff.


  Awkwardly, Alex sat him down on her lap. He was heavier than she would have imagined, and his skin felt like damp velvet. “Peter,” she said formally. “I’m Alex.”


  The baby reached for her coffee cup, and she lurched forward to push it out of reach. Peter’s face pinched tight as a lime, and he started to cry.


  The screams were shattering, decibel-rich, cataclysmic. “Stop,” Alex begged, as people around her started to stare. She stood up, patting Peter’s back the way Lacy had, wishing he would run out of steam or contract laryngitis or just simply have mercy on her utter inexperience. Alex—who always had the perfect witty comeback, who could be thrown into a hellish legal situation and land on her feet every time without even breaking a sweat—found herself completely at a loss.


  She sat down and held Peter beneath his armpits. By now, he’d turned tomato-red, his skin so angry and dark that his soft fuzz of hair glowed like platinum. “Listen,” she said. “I may not be what you want right now, but I’m all you’ve got.”


  On a final hiccup, the baby quieted. He stared into Alex’s eyes, as if he was trying to place her.


  Relieved, Alex settled him into the sling of her arm and sat a little taller. She glanced down at the top of the baby’s head, at the translucent pulse beneath his fontanelle.


  When she relaxed her grip on the baby, he relaxed, too. Was it that easy?


  Alex traced her finger over the soft spot on Peter’s head. She knew the biology behind it: the plates of the skull shifted enough to make giving birth easier; they fused together by the time the baby was a toddler. It was a vulnerability we were all born with, one that literally grew into an adult’s hardheadedness.


  “Sorry,” Lacy said, breezing back to the table. “Thanks for that.”


  Alex thrust the baby out toward her as if she were being burned.


  ***


  The patient had been transferred from a thirty-hour home birth. A firm believer in natural medicine, she’d had limited prenatal care, no amnio, no sonograms, and yet newborns had a way of getting what they wanted and needed when it came time to arrive in the world. Lacy laid her hands on the woman’s trembling belly like a faith healer. Six pounds, she thought, bottom up here, head down here. A doctor poked his head through the door. “How’s it going in here?”


  “Tell the intensive-care nursery we’re at thirty-five weeks,” she said, “but everything seems to be fine.” As the doctor backed away, she settled herself between the woman’s legs. “I know this has been going on for what seems like forever,” she said. “But if you can work with me for just one more hour, you’ll have this baby.”


  As she directed the woman’s husband to get behind his wife, holding her upright as she began to push, Lacy felt her pager vibrate at the waistline of her sea-blue scrubs. Who the hell could it be? She was already on call; her secretary knew she was assisting at a birth.


  “Will you excuse me?” she said, leaving the labor nurse in the room to fill in while she walked to the nurses’ desk and borrowed a telephone. “What’s going on?” Lacy asked when her secretary picked up.


  “One of your patients, insisting to see you.”


  “I’m a little busy,” Lacy said pointedly.


  “She said she’ll wait. For however long it takes.”


  “Who is it?”


  “Alex Cormier,” the secretary replied.


  Normally, Lacy would have told her secretary to have the patient see one of the other midwives in the practice. But there was still something elusive about Alex Cormier, something she couldn’t put her finger on—something that wasn’t quite right. “All right,” Lacy said. “But tell her it might be hours.”


  She hung up the phone and hurried back into the birthing room, where she reached between the patient’s legs to check her dilation. “Apparently, all you needed was for me to leave,” she joked. “You’re ten centimeters. The next time you feel like pushing... go to town.”


  Ten minutes later, Lacy delivered a three-pound baby girl. As the parents marveled over her, Lacy turned to the labor nurse, silently communicating with her eyes. Something had gone terribly wrong.


  “She’s so tiny,” the father said. “Is there... is she okay?”


  Lacy hesitated, because she didn’t really know the answer. A fibroid? she wondered. All she knew for certain was that there was a lot more inside that woman than a three-pound infant. And that any moment now, her patient was going to start to bleed.


  But when Lacy reached up to grab the patient’s belly and press down on her uterus, she froze. “Did anyone tell you you were having twins?”


  The father went ashen. “There’s two in there?”


  Lacy grinned. Twins, she could handle. Twins—well, that was a bonus, not some horrible medical disaster. “Well. Only one now.”


  The man crouched down beside his wife and kissed her forehead, delighted. “Did you hear that, Terri? Twins.”


  His wife did not take her eyes off her tiny newborn daughter. “That’s nice,” she said calmly. “But I’m not pushing a second one out.”


  Lacy laughed. “Oh, I think I might be able to get you to change your mind.”


  Forty minutes later, Lacy left the happy family—with their twin daughters—and headed down the hallway to the staff restroom, where she splashed water on her face and changed into a fresh pair of scrubs. She took the stairs up to the midwifery office and glanced at the collection of women, sitting with their arms balanced on bellies of all sizes, like moons in different stages. One rose, red-eyed and unsteady, as if she’d been pulled upright magnetically by Lacy’s arrival. “Alex,” she said, remembering only in that instant that she had another patient waiting. “Why don’t you come with me.”


  She led Alex into an empty examination room and sat down across from her in a chair. At that moment Lacy noticed that Alex’s sweater was on backward. It was a pale blue crewneck—you could barely even tell, except that the tag had flapped out along the curve of her neck. And it was certainly something that might happen to anyone in a rush, anyone upset... but probably not Alex Cormier.


  “There’s been bleeding,” Alex said, her voice even. “Not a lot, but. Um. Some.”


  Taking a cue from Alex herself, Lacy kept her own response calm. “Why don’t we check anyway?”


  Lacy led Alex down the hallway to fetal ultrasound. She charmed a tech into letting them cut the patient line, and once she had Alex lying down on the table, she turned on the machine. She moved the transducer across Alex’s abdomen. At sixteen weeks, the fetus looked like a baby—tiny, skeletal, but startlingly perfect. “Do you see that?” Lacy asked, pointing to a blinking cursor, a tiny black-and-white drumbeat. “That’s the baby’s heart.”


  Alex turned her face away, but not before Lacy saw a tear streak down her cheek. “The baby’s fine,” she said. “And it’s perfectly normal to have some staining or spotting. It’s not anything you did that caused it; there’s nothing you can do to make it stop.”


  “I thought I was having a miscarriage.”


  “Once you see a normal baby, like we just did, the chance of miscarrying is less than one percent. Let me put that another way—your chance of carrying a normal baby to term is ninety-nine percent.”


  Alex nodded, wiping at her eyes with her sleeve. “Good.”


  Lacy hesitated. “It’s not my place to say this, really. But for someone who doesn’t want this baby, Alex, you seem awfully relieved to know she’s all right.”


  “I don’t—I can’t—”


  Lacy glanced at the ultrasound screen, where Alex’s baby was frozen in a moment of time. “Just think about it,” she said.


  ***


  I already have a family, Logan Rourke said later that day when Alex told him she planned to keep the baby. I don’t need another one.


  That night, Alex had an exorcism of sorts. She filled up her Weber grill with charcoal and lit a fire, then roasted every assignment she’d turned in to Logan Rourke. She had no photos of the two of them, no sweet notes—in retrospect, she realized how careful he’d been, how easily he could be erased from her life.


  This baby, she decided, would be hers alone. She sat, watching the flames, and thought of the space it would take up inside her. She imagined her organs moving aside, skin stretching. She pictured her heart shrinking, tiny as a beach stone, to make room. She did not consider whether she was having this baby to prove that she hadn’t imagined her relationship with Logan Rourke, or to upset him as much as he had upset her. As any skilled trial attorney knows, you never ask the witness a question to which you do not know the answer.


  ***


  Five weeks later, Lacy was no longer just Alex’s midwife. She was also her confidante, her best friend, her sounding board. Although Lacy didn’t normally socialize with her clients, for Alex she’d broken the rules. She told herself it was because Alex—who had now decided to keep this baby—really needed a support system, and there wasn’t anyone else she felt comfortable with.


  It was the only reason, Lacy decided, she’d agreed to go out with Alex’s colleagues this evening. Even the prospect of a Girls’ Night Out, without babies, lost its luster in this company. Lacy should have realized two back-to-back root canals would have been preferable to dinner with a bunch of lawyers. They all liked to hear themselves talk, that was clear. She let the conversation flow around her, as if she were a stone in a river, and she kept refilling her wineglass with Coke from a pitcher.


  The restaurant was some Italian place with very bad red sauce and a chef who went heavy on the garlic. She wondered if, in Italy, there were American restaurants.


  Alex was in the middle of a heated discussion about some trial that had gone to jury. Lacy heard terms being tossed and fielded around the table: FLSA, Singh v. Jutla, incentives. A florid woman sitting to Lacy’s right shook her head. “It’s sending a message,” she said. “If you award damages for work that’s illegal, you’re sanctioning a company to be above the law.”


  Alex laughed. “Sita, I’m just going to take this moment to remind you that you’re the only prosecutor at the table and there’s no way in hell you’re going to win this one.”


  “We’re all biased. We need an objective observer.” Sita smiled at Lacy. “What’s your opinion on aliens?”


  Maybe she should have paid more attention to the conversation—apparently it had taken a turn for the interesting while Lacy was woolgathering. “Well, I’m certainly not an expert, but I did finish a book a little while ago about Area 51 and the cover-up by the government. It went into specific detail about cattle mutilation—I find it very suspicious when a cow in Nevada winds up missing its kidneys and the incision doesn’t show any trauma to tissue or blood loss. I had a cat once that I think was abducted by aliens. She went missing for exactly four weeks—to the minute—and when she came back, she had triangle patterns burned out on the fur on her back, sort of like a crop circle.” Lacy hesitated. “But without the wheat.”


  Everyone at the table stared at her, silent. A woman with a pinhole of a mouth and a sleek blond bob blinked at Lacy. “We were talking about illegal aliens.”


  Lacy felt heat creep up her neck. “Oh,” she said. “Right.”


  “Well, if you ask me,” Alex said, drawing attention in her own direction, “Lacy ought to be heading up the Department of Labor instead of Elaine Chao. She’s certainly got more experience...”


  Everyone broke up in laughter, as Lacy watched. Alex, she realized, could fit anywhere. Here, or with Lacy’s family at dinner, or in a courtroom, or probably at tea with the queen. She was a chameleon.


  It struck Lacy that she didn’t really know what color a chameleon was before it started changing.


  ***


  There was a moment at each prenatal exam when Lacy channeled her inner faith healer: laying her hands on the patient’s belly and divining, just from the lay of the land, in which direction the baby lay. It always reminded her of those Halloween funhouses she took Joey to visit—you’d stick your hand behind a curtain and feel a bowl of cold spaghetti intestines, or a gelatin brain. It wasn’t an exact science, but basically, there were two hard parts on a fetus: the head and the bottom. If you rocked the baby’s head, it would twist on the stem of its spine. If you rocked the baby’s bottom, it swayed. Moving the head moved only the head; moving the bottom moved the whole baby.


  She let her hands trail over the island of Alex’s belly and helped her sit up. “The good news is that the baby’s doing fine,” Lacy said. “The bad news is that right now, she’s upside down. Breech.”


  Alex froze. “I’m going to need a C-section?”


  “We’ve got eight weeks before it comes to that. There’s a lot we can do to try to turn the baby beforehand.”


  “Like what?”


  “Moxibustion.” She sat down across from Lacy. “I’ll give you the name of an acupuncturist. She’ll take a little stick of mugwort and hold it up to your little pinky. She’ll do the same thing on the other side. It won’t hurt, but it’ll be uncomfortably warm. Once you learn how to do it at home, if you start now chances are fairly good that the baby will turn in one to two weeks’ time.”


  “Poking myself with a stick is going to make it flip?”


  “Well, not necessarily. That’s why I also want you to set an ironing board up against the couch, to make an inclined plane. You should lie on it, head down, three times a day for fifteen minutes.”


  “Jeez, Lacy. Are you sure you don’t want me to wear a crystal, too?”


  “Believe me, any of those are considerably more comfortable than having a doctor do a version to turn the baby... or recuperating from a C-section.”


  Alex folded her hands over her belly. “I don’t hold much faith in old wives’ tales.”


  Lacy shrugged. “Luckily, you’re not the one who’s breech.”


  ***


  You weren’t supposed to give your clients rides to court, but in Nadya Saranoff’s case, Alex had made an exception. Nadya’s husband had been abusive and had left her for another woman. He wouldn’t pay child support for their two boys, although he was making a decent living and Nadya’s job at Subway paid $5.25 an hour. She’d complained to the state, but justice worked too slow, so she’d gone to Wal-Mart and shoplifted a pair of pants and a white shirt for her five-year-old, who was starting school the following week and who had outgrown all of his clothing.


  Nadya had pled guilty. Because she couldn’t afford a fine, she was given a thirty-day jail sentence deferred—which, as Alex was explaining to her now, meant that she wouldn’t have to go for a year. “If you go to jail,” she said, as they stood outside the ladies’ room in the courthouse, “your boys are going to suffer greatly. I know you felt desperate, but there’s always another option. A church. Or a Salvation Army.”


  Nadya wiped her eyes. “I couldn’t get to the church or the Salvation Army. I haven’t got a car.”


  Right. It was why Alex had brought her to court in the first place.


  Alex steeled herself against sympathy as Nadya ducked into the bathroom. Her job had been to get Nadya a good deal, which she had, considering this was the woman’s second shoplifting offense. The first one had been at a drugstore; she’d pinched some Children’s Tylenol.


  She thought of her own baby, the one who had her lying upside down on an ironing board and sticking torturous little daggers against her pinky toes every night, in the hopes that it would change position. What sort of disadvantage would it be to come into this world backward?


  When ten minutes had passed and Nadya had not come out of the bathroom, Alex knocked on the door. “Nadya?” She found her client in front of the sinks, sobbing. “Nadya, what’s wrong?”


  Her client ducked her head, mortified. “I just got my period, and I can’t afford a tampon.”


  Alex reached for her purse, rummaging for a quarter to feed to the dispenser on the wall. But as the cardboard tube rolled out of the machine, something inside her snapped, and she understood that although this case had been settled, it wasn’t over yet. “Meet me out front,” she ordered. “I’m getting the car.”


  She drove Nadya to Wal-Mart—the scene of her crime—and tossed three supersized Tampax boxes into a cart. “What else do you need?”


  “Underwear,” Nadya whispered. “That was my last pair.”


  Alex wheeled up and down the aisles, buying T-shirts and socks and panties and pajamas for Nadya; pants and coats and hats and gloves for her boys; boxes of Goldfish crackers and saltines and canned soup and pasta and Devil Dogs. Desperate, she did what she had to do at that moment, although it was exactly what the public defender’s office counseled their lawyers not to; but she was entirely rational and aware that she had never done this for a client and never would do it again. She spent eight hundred dollars in the very store that had pressed charges against Nadya, because it was easier to fix what was wrong than to picture her own child arriving into a world Alex herself could sometimes not stomach.


  The catharsis ended the moment Alex handed the cashier her credit card and heard Logan Rourke’s voice in her mind. Bleeding heart, he’d called her.


  Well. He should know.


  He’d been the first to rip it to pieces.


  ***


  All right, Alex thought calmly. This is what it’s like to die.


  Another contraction ripped through her, bullets strafing metal.


  Two weeks ago, at her thirty-seven-week visit, Alex and Lacy had talked about pain medication. What are your feelings about it? Lacy had asked, and Alex had made a joke: I think it should be imported from Canada. She’d told Lacy she didn’t plan to use pain medication, that she wanted a natural childbirth, that it couldn’t possibly hurt that much.


  It did.


  She thought back to all those birthing classes Lacy had forced her to take—the ones where she’d been partnered with Lacy, because everyone else had a husband or boyfriend assisting them. They’d shown pictures of women in labor, women with their rubbery faces and gritted teeth, women making prehistoric noises. Alex had scoffed at this. They are showing the worst-case scenarios, she’d told herself. Different people have different tolerance for pain.


  The next contraction twisted down her spine like a cobra, wrapped itself around her belly, and sank its fangs. Alex fell hard on her knees on the kitchen floor.


  In her classes, she’d learned that prelabor could go on for twelve hours or more.


  By then, if she wasn’t dead, she’d shoot herself.


  ***


  When Lacy had been a midwife in training, she’d spent months walking around with a little centimeter ruler, measuring. Now, after years on the job, she could eyeball a coffee cup and know that it was nine centimeters across, that the orange beside the phone at the nurses’ station was an eight. She withdrew her fingers from between Alex’s legs and snapped off the latex glove. “You’re two centimeters,” she said, and Alex burst into tears.


  “Only two? I can’t do this,” Alex panted, twisting her spine to get away from the pain. She had tried to hide the discomfort behind the mask of competence that she usually wore, only to realize that in her hurry, she must have left it behind somewhere.


  “I know you’re disappointed,” Lacy said. “But here’s the thing—you’re doing fine. We know that when people are fine at two centimeters they will be fine at eight, too. Let’s take it one contraction at a time.”


  Labor was hard for everyone, Lacy knew, but especially hard for the women who had expectations and lists and plans, because it was never the way you thought it would be. In order to labor well, you had to let your body take over, instead of your mind. You revealed yourself, even the parts you had forgotten about. For someone like Alex, who was so used to being in control, this could be devastating. Success would come only at the expense of losing her cool, at the risk of turning into someone she did not want to be.


  ***


  Lacy helped Alex off the bed and guided her toward the whirlpool room. She dimmed the lights, flicked on the instrumental music, and untied Alex’s robe. Alex was past the point of modesty; at this moment, Lacy figured she’d disrobe in front of an entire male prison population if it meant the contractions would stop.


  “In you go,” Lacy said, letting Alex lean on her as she sank into the whirlpool. There was a Pavlovian response to warm water; sometimes just stepping into the tub could bring down a person’s heart rate.


  “Lacy,” Alex gasped, “you have to promise...”


  “Promise what?”


  “You won’t tell her. The baby.”


  Lacy reached for Alex’s hand. “Tell her what?”


  Alex closed her eyes and pressed her cheek against the lip of the tub. “That at first I didn’t want her.”


  Before she could even answer, Lacy watched tension grip Alex. “Breathe through this one,” she said. Blow the pain away from you, blow it between your hands, picture it as the color red. Come up on your hands and knees. Pour yourself inward, like sand in an hourglass. Go to the beach, Alex. Lie on the sand and see how warm the sun is.


  Lie to yourself until it’s true.


  ***


  When you’re hurting deeply, you go inward. Lacy had seen this a thousand times. Endorphins kick in—the body’s natural morphine—and carry you somewhere far away, where the pain can’t find you. Once, a client who’d been abused had dissociated so massively that Lacy was worried she would not be able to reach her again and bring her back in time to push. She had wound up singing to the woman in Spanish, a lullaby.


  For three hours now, Alex had regained her composure, thanks to the anesthesiologist who’d given her an epidural. She’d slept for a while; she’d played hearts with Lacy. But now the baby had dropped, and she was starting to bear down. “Why is it hurting again?” she asked, her voice escalating.


  “That’s how an epidural works. If we dose it up, you can’t push.”


  “I can’t have a baby,” Alex blurted out. “I’m not ready.”


  “Well,” Lacy said. “Maybe we ought to talk about that.”


  “What was I thinking? Logan was right; I don’t know what the hell I’m doing. I’m not a mother, I’m a lawyer. I don’t have a boyfriend, I don’t have a dog... I don’t even have a houseplant I haven’t killed. I’m not even sure how to put on a diaper.”


  “The little cartoon characters go on the front,” Lacy said. She took Alex’s hand and brought it down between her legs, to where the baby was crowning.


  Alex jerked her hand away. “Is that...”


  “Yeah.”


  “It’s coming?”


  “Ready or not.”


  Another contraction started. “Oh, Alex, I can see the eyebrows...” Lacy eased the baby out of the birth canal, keeping the head flexed. “I know how much it burns... there’s her chin... beautiful...” Lacy wiped off the baby’s face, suctioned the mouth. She flipped the cord over the baby’s neck and looked up at her friend. “Alex,” she said, “let’s do this together.”


  Lacy guided Alex’s shaking hands to cup the infant’s head. “Stay like that; I’m going to push down to get the shoulder...”


  As the baby sluiced into Alex’s hands, Lacy let go. Sobbing, relieved, Alex brought the small, squirming body against her chest. As always, Lacy was taken by how available a newborn is—how present. She rubbed the small of the baby’s back and watched the newborn’s hazy blue eyes focus first on her mother. “Alex,” Lacy said. “She’s all yours.”


  Nobody wants to admit to this, but bad things will keep on happening. Maybe that’s because it’s all a chain, and a long time ago someone did the first bad thing, and that led someone else to do another bad thing, and so on. You know, like that game where you whisper a sentence into someone’s ear, and that person whispers it to someone else, and it all comes out wrong in the end.


  But then again, maybe bad things happen because it’s the only way we can keep remembering what good is supposed to look like.


  Hours After


  Once, at a bar, Patrick’s best friend, Nina, had asked what the worst thing he’d ever seen was. He’d answered truthfully—back when he was in Maine, and a guy had committed suicide by tying himself with wire to the train tracks; the train had literally cleaved him in two. There had been blood and body parts everywhere; seasoned officers reached the crime scene and started throwing up in the scrub brush. Patrick had walked away to gain his composure and found himself staring down at the man’s severed head, the mouth still round with a silent scream.


  That was no longer the worst thing Patrick had ever seen.


  There were still students streaming out of Sterling High as teams of EMTs began canvassing the building to take care of the wounded. Dozens of kids had minor cuts and bruises from the mass exodus, scores were hyperventilating or hysterical, and even more were in shock. But Patrick’s first priority was taking care of the shooting victims, who lay sprawled on the floor from the cafeteria to the gymnasium, a bloody trail that chronicled the shooter’s movements.


  The fire alarms were still ringing, and the safety sprinklers had created a running river in the hallway. Beneath the spray, two EMTs bent over a girl who’d been shot in the right shoulder. “Let’s get her on a sled,” the medic said.


  Patrick knew her, he realized, and a shudder went through his body. She worked at the video store in town. Last weekend, when he’d rented Dirty Harry, she’d told him that he still had a late charge of $3.40. He saw her every Friday night when he rented a DVD, but he’d never asked her name. Why the hell hadn’t he asked?


  As the girl whimpered, the medic took the Sharpie marker he was holding and wrote “9” on her forehead. “We don’t have IDs on all of the wounded,” he told Patrick. “So we’ve started numbering them.” As the student was shifted onto a backboard, Patrick reached across her for a yellow plastic shock blanket—one every officer carried in the back of his cruiser. He ripped it into quarters, glanced at the number on the girl’s forehead, and wrote a matching “9” on one of the squares. “Leave this in her place,” he instructed. “That way we can figure out who she is later, and where she was found.”


  An EMT stuck his head around the corner. “Hitchcock says all the beds are taken. We’ve got kids lined up on the front lawn waiting, but the ambulances have nowhere to go.”


  “What about APD?”


  “They’re full, too.”


  “Then call Concord and tell them we’ve got buses coming in,” Patrick ordered. From the corner of his eye he saw an EMT he knew—an old-timer planning to retire in three months—walk away from a body and sink into a crouch, sobbing. Patrick grabbed the sleeve of a passing officer. “Jarvis, I need your help...”


  “But you just assigned me to the gym, Captain.”


  Patrick had divided up the responding officers and the major crimes unit of the state police so that each part of the high school had its own team of first responders. Now he handed Jarvis the remaining pieces of the plastic shock blanket and a black marker. “Forget the gym. I want you to do a circuit of the whole school and check in with the EMTs. Anyone who’s numbered gets a numbered blanket left in place when they’re transported.”


  “I have one bleeding out in the girls’ room,” a voice called.


  “I’m on it,” an EMT said, picking up a bag of supplies and hurrying away.


  Make sure you haven’t forgotten anything, Patrick told himself. You only get to do this once. His head felt like it was made of glass, too heavy and too thin-walled to handle the weight of so much information. He could not be everywhere at once; he could not talk fast enough or think quickly enough to dispatch his men where they needed to be. He had no fucking idea how to process a nightmare this massive, and yet he had to pretend that he did, because everyone else was looking to him to be in charge.


  The double doors of the cafeteria swung shut behind him. By now, the team working this room had assessed and transported the injured; only the bodies remained behind. The cinder-block walls were chipped where bullets had pierced or grazed them. A vending machine—glass shattered, bottles pierced—dribbled Sprite and Coke and Dasani onto the linoleum floor. One of the crime techs was photographing evidence: abandoned bookbags and purses and textbooks. He snapped each item close-up, then at a distance with a little yellow tented evidence marker to record its placement in relation to the rest of the scene. Another officer examined blood-spatter patterns. A third and a fourth were pointing to a spot in the upper right corner of the ceiling. “Captain,” one of them said, “looks like we’ve got a video.”


  “Where’s the recorder?”


  The officer shrugged. “Principal’s office?”


  “Go find out,” Patrick said.


  He walked down the main aisle of the cafeteria. It looked, at first glance, like a science fiction movie: everyone had been in the middle of eating and chatting and joking around with friends, and then in the blink of an eye, all the humans were abducted by aliens, leaving only the artifacts behind. What would an anthropologist say about the student body of Sterling High, based on the Wonder-bread sandwiches scarred by only one bite; the tub of Cherry Bomb lip gloss with a fingerprint still skimming the surface; the salt-and-pepper composition notebooks filled with study sheets on Aztec civilization and margin notes about the current one: I luv Zach S!!! Mr. Keifer is a Nazi!!!


  Patrick’s knee bumped one of the tables, and a loose handful of grapes scattered like gasps. One bounced against the shoulder of a boy slumped over his binder, his blood soaking into the college-ruled paper. The boy’s hand still held tight to his eyeglasses. Had he been cleaning them when Peter Houghton arrived for his rampage? Had he taken them off because he didn’t want to see?


  Patrick stepped over the bodies of two girls who lay sprawled on the floor like mirror twins, their miniskirts hiked high on their thighs and their eyes still open. Walking into the kitchen area, he surveyed the troughs of graying peas and carrots and the runny slop of chicken pot pie; the explosion of salt and pepper packets that dotted the floor like confetti. The shiny metallic helmets of the Yoplait yogurts—strawberry and mixed berry and key lime and peach—which were still miraculously aligned in four neat rows near the cash register, an unflinching, tiny army. One worn plastic tray, with a dish of Jell-O and a napkin on it, waiting to be served the rest of the meal.


  Suddenly, Patrick heard a noise. Could he have been wrong—could they all have missed a second shooter? Could his team be canvassing the school for survivors... and still be at risk themselves?


  He drew his gun and crept into the bowels of the kitchen, past racks with monstrous cans of tomato sauce and green beans and processed nacho cheese, past massive rolls of plastic wrap and Sysco tinfoil, to the refrigerated room where meats and produce were stored. Patrick kicked open the door, and cold air spilled over his legs. “Freeze,” he yelled, and for the briefest moment, before he remembered everything else, he nearly smiled.


  A middle-aged Latina lunch lady, wearing a hair net that crawled over her forehead like a spiderweb, inched out from behind a rack of prepackaged bags of salad mix. Her hands were raised; she was shivering. “No me tire,” she sobbed.


  Patrick lowered his weapon and took off his jacket, sliding it over the woman’s shoulders. “It’s over,” he soothed, although he knew this was not really true. For him, for Peter Houghton, for all of Sterling... it was only just beginning.


  ***


  “Let me get this straight, Mrs. Calloway,” Alex said. “You are charged with driving recklessly and causing serious bodily injury while reaching down to aid a fish?”


  The defendant, a fifty-four-year-old woman sporting a bad perm and an even worse pantsuit, nodded. “That’s correct, Your Honor.”


  Alex leaned her elbows on the bench. “I’ve got to hear this.”


  The woman looked at her attorney. “Mrs. Calloway was coming home from the pet store with a silver arowana,” the lawyer said.


  “That’s a fifty-five-dollar tropical fish, Judge,” the defendant interjected.


  “The plastic bag rolled off the passenger seat and popped. Mrs. Calloway reached down for the fish and that’s when... the unfortunate incident occurred.”


  “By unfortunate incident,” Alex clarified, looking at her file, “you mean hitting a pedestrian.”


  “Yes, Your Honor.”


  Alex turned to the defendant. “How’s the fish?”


  Mrs. Calloway smiled. “Wonderful,” she said. “I named it Crash.”


  From the corner of her eye, Alex saw a bailiff enter the courtroom and whisper to the clerk, who looked at Alex and nodded. He scrawled something on a piece of paper, and the bailiff walked it up to the bench.


  Shots fired at Sterling High, she read.


  Alex went still as stone. Josie. “Court’s adjourned,” she whispered, and then she ran.


  ***


  John Eberhard gritted his teeth and concentrated on moving just one more inch forward. He could not see, with all the blood running down his face, and his left side was completely useless. He couldn’t hear, either—his ears still rang with the blast of the gun. Still, he had managed to crawl from the upstairs hallway where Peter Houghton had shot him into an art supply room.


  He thought about the practices where Coach made them skate from goal line to goal line, faster and then faster still, until the players were gasping for breath and spitting onto the ice. He thought about how, when you felt you had nothing left to give, you’d find just one iota more. He dragged himself another foot, digging his elbow against the floor.


  When John reached the metal shelving that held clay and paint and beads and wire, he tried to push himself upright, but a blinding pain speared his head. Minutes later—or was it hours?—he regained consciousness. He didn’t know if it was safe to check outside the closet yet. He was flat on his back, and something cold was drifting across his face. Wind. Coming through a crack in the seal of the window.


  A window.


  John thought of Courtney Ignatio: how she’d been sitting across from him at the cafeteria table when the glass wall behind her burst; how suddenly there had been a flower blooming in the middle of her chest, bright as a poppy. He thought of how a hundred screams, all at once, had braided into a rope of sound. He remembered teachers poking their heads out of their classrooms like gophers, and the looks on their faces when they heard the shots.


  John pulled himself up on the shelves, one-handed, fighting the black buzz that told him he was going to faint again. By the time he was upright, leaning against the metal frame, he was shuddering. His vision was so blurred that when he took a can of paint and hurled it, he had to choose between two windows.


  The glass shattered. Jackknifed on the ledge, he could see fire trucks and ambulances. Reporters and parents pushing at police tape. Clusters of sobbing students. Broken bodies, spaced like railroad ties on the snow. EMTs bringing out more of them.


  Help, John Eberhard tried to scream, but he couldn’t form the word. He couldn’t form any words—not Look, not Stop, not even his own name.


  “Hey,” someone called. “There’s a kid up there!”


  Sobbing by now, John tried to wave, but his arm wouldn’t work.


  People were starting to point. “Stay put,” a fireman yelled, and John tried to nod. But his body no longer belonged to him, and before he realized what had happened, that small movement pitched him out the window to land on the concrete two stories below.


  ***


  Diana Leven, who had left her job as an assistant attorney general in Boston two years ago to join a department that was a little kinder and gentler, walked into the Sterling High gym and stopped beside the body of a boy who had fallen directly on the three-point line after being shot in the neck. The shoes of the crime scene techs squeaked on the shellacked floor as they took photographs and picked up shell casings, zipping them into plastic evidence bags. Directing them was Patrick Ducharme.


  Diana looked around at the sheer volume of evidence—clothing, guns, blood spatter, spent rounds, dropped bookbags, lost sneakers—and realized that she was not the only one with a massive job ahead of her. “What do you know so far?”


  “We think it’s a sole shooter. He’s in custody,” Patrick said. “We don’t know for sure whether anyone else was involved. The building’s secure.”


  “How many dead?”


  “Ten confirmed.”


  Diana nodded. “Wounded?”


  “Don’t know yet. We’ve got every ambulance in northern New Hampshire here.”


  “What can I do?”


  Patrick turned to her. “Put on a show and get rid of the cameras.”


  She started to walk off, but Patrick grabbed her arm. “You want me to talk to him?”


  “The shooter?”


  Patrick nodded.


  “It may be the only chance we have to get to him before he has a lawyer. If you think you can get away from here, do it.” Diana hurried out of the gymnasium and downstairs, careful to skirt the work of the policemen and the medics. The minute she walked outside, the media attached themselves to her, their questions stinging like bees. How many victims? What are the names of the dead? Who is the shooter?


  Why?


  Diana took a deep breath and smoothed her dark hair back from her face. This was her least favorite part of the job—being the spokeswoman on camera. Although more vans would arrive as the day went on, right now it was only local New Hampshire media—affiliates for CBS and ABC and FOX. She might as well enjoy the hometown advantage while she could. “My name is Diana Leven, and I’m with the attorney general’s office. We can’t release any information now because there’s an investigation still pending, but we promise to give you details as soon as we can. What I can tell you right now is that this morning, there was a school shooting at Sterling High. It’s unclear as to who the perpetrator or perpetrators were. One person has been remanded into custody. There are no formal charges yet.”


  A reporter pushed her way to the front of the pack. “How many kids are dead?”


  “We don’t have that information yet.”


  “How many were hit?”


  “We don’t have that information yet,” Diana repeated. “We’ll keep you posted.”


  “When are charges going to be filed?” another journalist shouted.


  “What can you tell the parents who want to know if their kids are okay?”


  Diana pressed her mouth into a firm line and prepared to run the gauntlet. “Thank you very much,” she said, not an answer at all.


  ***


  Lacy had to park six blocks away from the school; that’s how crowded it had become. She took off at a dead run, holding the blankets that the local radio announcers had urged people to bring for the shock victims. I’ve already lost one son, she thought. I can’t lose another.


  The last conversation she had had with Peter had been an argument. It was before he went to bed the previous night, before she’d been called into a delivery. I asked you to take out the trash, she had said. Yesterday. Don’t you hear me when I talk to you, Peter?


  Peter had glanced up at her over his computer screen. What?


  What if that turned out to be the final exchange between them?


  Nothing Lacy had seen in nursing school or in her work at a hospital prepared her for the sight she faced when she turned the corner. She processed it in pieces: shattered glass, fire engines, smoke. Blood, sobbing, sirens. She dropped the blankets near an ambulance and swam into a sea of confusion, bobbing along with the other parents in the hope that she might catch her lost child drifting before being overwhelmed by the tide.


  There were children running across the muddy courtyard. None of them had coats on. Lacy watched one lucky mother find her daughter, and she scanned the crowd wildly, looking for Peter, aware that she didn’t even know what he was wearing today.


  Snippets of sound floated toward her:


  ... didn’t see him...


  ... Mr. McCabe got shot...


  ... haven’t found her yet...


  ... I thought I’d never...


  ... lost my cell phone when...


  ... Peter Houghton was...


  Lacy spun around, her eyes focusing on the girl who was speaking—the one who’d been reunited with her mother. “Excuse me,” Lacy said. “My son... I’m trying to find him. I heard you mention his name—Peter Houghton?”


  The girl’s eyes rounded, and she sidled closer to her mother. “He’s the one who’s shooting.”


  Everything around Lacy slowed—the pulse of the ambulances, the pace of the running students, the round sounds that fell from the lips of this girl. Maybe she had misheard.


  She glanced up at the girl again, and immediately wished she hadn’t. The girl was sobbing. Over her shoulder her mother stared at Lacy with horror, and then carefully pivoted to shield her daughter from view, as if Lacy were a basilisk—as if her very stare could turn you to stone.


  There must be some mistake, please let there be a mistake, she thought, even as she looked around at the carnage and felt Peter’s name swell like a sob in her throat.


  Woodenly, she approached the closest policeman. “I’m looking for my son,” Lacy said.


  “Lady, you’re not the only one. We’re doing our best to—”


  Lacy took a deep breath, aware that from this moment on, everything would be different. “His name,” she said, “is Peter Houghton.”


  ***


  Alex’s high heel twisted in a crack in the sidewalk, and she went down hard on one knee. Struggling upright again, she grabbed at the arm of a mother who was running past her. “The names of the wounded... where are they?”


  “Posted at the hockey rink.”


  Alex hurried across the street, which had been blocked off to cars and was now a triage area for the medical personnel loading students into ambulances. When her shoes slowed her down—they were designed for an indoor courthouse, not running around outside—she reached down and stepped out of them, running in her stockings down the wet pavement.


  The hockey rink, which was shared by both the Sterling High School team and the college players, was a five-minute walk from the school. Alex reached it in two minutes and found herself being pushed forward by a throng of parents all determined to see the handwritten lists that had been taped to the door panels, lists of the children who’d been taken to area hospitals. There was no indication of how badly they’d been hurt... or worse. Alex read the first three names: Whitaker Obermeyer. Kaitlyn Harvey. Matthew Royston.


  Matt?


  “No,” a woman beside her said. She was petite, with the dark darting eyes of a bird and a froth of red hair. “No,” she repeated, but this time, the tears had already begun.


  Alex stared at her, unable to offer comfort, out of fear that grief might be contagious. She was suddenly shoved hard from the left and found herself now standing in front of the list of wounded who’d been taken to Dartmouth-Hitchcock Medical Center.


  Alexis, Emma.


  Horuka, Min.


  Pryce, Brady.


  Cormier, Josephine.


  Alex would have fallen if not for the press of anxious parents on either side of her. “Excuse me,” she murmured, giving up her place to another frantic mother. She struggled through the growing crowd. “Excuse me,” Alex said again, words that were no longer polite discourse, but a plea for absolution.


  ***


  “Captain,” a desk sergeant said as Patrick walked into the station, and he slid his eyes toward the woman who was waiting across the room, coiled tight with purpose. “That’s her.”


  Patrick turned. Peter Houghton’s mother was tiny and looked nothing like her son. She had a pile of dark curls twisted on top of her head and secured with a pen. She wore scrubs and a pair of Merrell clogs. He wondered, briefly, if she was a doctor. He thought about the irony of that: First, do no harm.


  She didn’t look like a person who’d created a monster, although Patrick realized she might have been caught just as unaware by her son’s actions as the rest of the community. “Mrs. Houghton?”


  “I want to see my son.”


  “Unfortunately, you can’t,” Patrick replied. “He’s being held in custody.”


  “He has a lawyer.”


  “Your son is seventeen—legally, an adult. That means that Peter’s going to have to invoke his right to an attorney himself.”


  “But he might not know...” she said, her voice breaking. “He might not know that’s what he needs to do.”


  Patrick knew that, in a different way, this woman was a victim of her son’s actions, too. He had interrogated enough parents of minors to know that the last thing you ever wanted to do was burn a bridge. “Ma’am, we’re doing our best to understand what happened today. And honestly, I hope you’ll be willing to talk to me later—to help me figure out what Peter was thinking.” He hesitated, and then added, “I’m very sorry.”


  He let himself into the inner sanctum of the police station with his keys and jogged up the stairs to the booking room with its adjacent lockup. Peter Houghton sat on the floor with his back to the bars, rocking slowly.


  “Peter,” Patrick said. “You all right?”


  Slowly, the boy turned his head. He stared at Patrick.


  “You remember me?”


  Peter nodded.


  “How’d you like a cup of coffee or something?”


  A hesitation, and then Peter nodded again.


  Patrick summoned the sergeant to open Peter’s cell and led him to the kitchen. He’d already arranged to have a camcorder running, so that if it came down to it, he could get Peter’s verbal consent to his rights on tape and then get him to talk. Inside, he invited Peter to take a seat at the scarred table, and he poured two cups of coffee. He didn’t ask Peter how he liked it—just added sugar and milk and set it in front of the boy.


  Patrick sat down, too. He hadn’t gotten a good look at the boy before—adrenaline will do that to your vision—but now he stared. Peter Houghton was slight, pale, with wire-rimmed glasses and freckles. One of his front teeth was crooked, and his Adam’s apple looked fist-sized. His knuckles were knotty and chapped. He was crying quietly, and it might have been enough to engender sympathy had he not been wearing a T-shirt splattered with the blood of other students.


  “You feel all right, Peter?” Patrick asked. “You hungry?”


  The boy shook his head.


  “Can I get you anything else?”


  Peter put his head down on the table. “I want my mom,” he whispered.


  Patrick looked at the part in the boy’s hair. Had he brushed it that morning, thinking, Today’s the day I’m going to kill ten students? “I’d like to talk about what happened today. Would you be willing to do that?”


  Peter didn’t answer.


  “If you explain it to me,” Patrick urged, “maybe I can explain it to everyone else.”


  Peter lifted his face, crying in earnest now. Patrick knew this wasn’t going to go anywhere; he sighed, pushing away from the table. “All right,” he said. “Let’s go.”


  Patrick led Peter back to the holding cell and watched him curl up on the floor on his side, facing the cement wall. He knelt behind the boy, one last-ditch attempt. “Help me help you,” he said, but Peter just shook his head and continued to cry.


  It wasn’t until Patrick had stepped out of the cell and turned the key in the lock that he heard Peter speak again. “They started it,” he whispered.


  ***


  Dr. Guenther Frankenstein had worked as the state medical examiner for six years, which was exactly how long he’d held the Mr. Universe title in the early 1970s, before he traded in his barbells for a scalpel—or as he liked to put it, went from building bodies to taking them apart. His muscles were still formidable, and visible enough beneath his jacket to stop the onslaught of any monster jokes incurred by his last name. Patrick liked Guenther—how could you not admire a guy who could lift three times his body weight and yet also know, just by eyeballing a liver, roughly how many grams it would weigh?


  Every now and then Patrick and Guenther would grab a few beers together, consuming enough alcohol for the former bodybuilder to tell him stories of women offering to oil him up before a competition or good anecdotes about Arnold, before he became political. Today, however, Patrick and Guenther did not joke around, and they did not talk about the past. They were overwhelmed by the present as they moved silently through the halls, cataloguing the dead.


  Patrick met Guenther at the school after his abortive interview with Peter Houghton. The prosecutor had only shrugged when Patrick told her Peter hadn’t been willing or able to talk. “We have hundreds of witnesses saying he killed ten people,” Diana had said. “Arrest him.”


  Guenther crouched down beside the body of the sixth casualty. She had been shot in the girls’ bathroom, and her body was sprawled facedown in front of the sinks. Patrick turned to the principal, Arthur McAllister, who’d agreed to accompany them for identification. “Kaitlyn Harvey,” the principal said, his voice haunted. “Special-needs kid... sweet girl.”


  Guenther and Patrick looked at each other. The principal did not just identify the bodies; he also gave a little one-or two-sentence eulogy each time. Patrick supposed that the man couldn’t help himself—unlike Patrick and Guenther, he wasn’t used to dealing with tragedy in the course of his normal occupation.


  Patrick had tried to retrace Peter’s footsteps, from the front hallway to the cafeteria (Victims 1 and 2: Courtney Ignatio and Maddie Shaw), to the stairwell outside it (Victim 3: Whit Obermeyer), to the boys’ bathroom (Victim 4: Topher McPhee), through another hallway (Victim 5: Grace Murtaugh), into the girls’ bathroom (Victim 6: Kaitlyn Harvey). Now, as he led the team upstairs, he took a left into the first classroom, trailing a smeared line of blood to a spot near the chalkboard where the body of the only adult victim lay... and beside him, a young man with his hand pressed tight over the bullet wound in the man’s belly. “Ben?” McAllister said. “What are you still doing here?”


  Patrick turned to the boy. “You’re not an EMT?”


  “I... no...”


  “You told me you were an EMT!”


  “I said I’d had medical training!”


  “Ben’s an Eagle Scout,” the principal said.


  “I couldn’t leave Mr. McCabe. I... applied pressure, and it’s working, see? The blood’s stopped.”


  Guenther gently removed the boy’s bloody hand from his teacher’s stomach. “That’s because he’s gone, son.”


  Ben’s face crumpled. “But I... I...”


  “You did the best you could,” Guenther assured him.


  Patrick turned to the principal. “Why don’t you take Ben outside... maybe let one of the doctors take a look at him?” Shock, he mouthed over the boy’s head.


  As they left the classroom, Ben grasped the principal’s sleeve, leaving a bright red handprint behind. “Jesus,” Patrick said, running a hand down his face.


  Guenther stood up. “Come on. Let’s just get this over with.”


  They walked toward the gymnasium, where Guenther certified the deaths of two more students—a black boy and a white one—and then into the locker room where Patrick had ultimately cornered Peter Houghton. Guenther examined the body of the boy Patrick had seen earlier, the kid in the hockey jersey whose cap had been blown off his head by a bullet. Meanwhile, Patrick walked into the abutting shower room and glanced out the window. The reporters were still there, but most of the wounded had been dealt with. There was only one waiting ambulance, instead of seven.


  It had started to rain. By the next morning, the bloodstains on the pavement outside the school would be pale; this day might never have happened.


  “This is interesting,” Guenther said.


  Patrick closed the window against the weather. “Why? Is he deader than the rest of them?”


  “Yeah. He’s the only victim that’s been shot twice. Once in the gut, once in the head.” Guenther looked at him. “How many guns did you find on the shooter?”


  “One in his hand, one on the floor here, two in his backpack.”


  “Nothing like a little backup plan.”


  “Tell me about it,” Patrick said. “Can you tell which bullet was fired first?”


  “No. My educated guess, though, would be the one in the belly... since it was the slug to the brain that killed him.” Guenther knelt beside the body. “Maybe he hated this kid most of all.”


  The door of the locker room flew open, revealing a street cop soaked by the sudden downpour. “Captain?” he said. “We just found the makings of another pipe bomb in Peter Houghton’s car.”


  ***


  When Josie was younger, Alex had a recurring nightmare about being on a plane when it went into a nosedive. She could feel the spin of gravity, the pressure that held her back in her chair; she saw purses and coats and carry-on luggage burst out of the overhead compartments to fall into the aisle. I have to get to my cell phone, Alex had thought, intent on leaving Josie a message on the answering machine that she could carry around forever, digital proof that Alex loved her and was thinking of her at the end. But even after Alex had grabbed her phone from her purse and turned it on, it took too long. She’d hit the ground when the phone was still searching for a signal.


  She’d awaken shaking and sweaty, even as she dismissed the dream: she rarely traveled apart from Josie; she certainly didn’t take flights for her job. She’d throw back the covers and head to the bathroom and splash water on her face, but it didn’t stop her from thinking: I was too late.


  Now, as she sat in the quiet dark of a hospital room where her daughter was sleeping off the effects of a sedative given to her by the admitting doctor, Alex felt the same way.


  This is what Alex had managed to learn: Josie had fainted during the shooting. She had a cut on her forehead decorated with a butterfly bandage, and a mild concussion. The doctors wanted to keep her overnight for observation, to be safe.


  Safe had a whole new definition now.


  Alex had also learned, from the unending news coverage, the names of the dead. One of whom was Matthew Royston.


  Matt.


  What if Josie had been with her boyfriend when he was shot?


  Josie had been unconscious the whole time Alex had been here. She was small and still under the faded hospital sheets; the tie at the neck of her hospital johnny had come unraveled. From time to time, her right hand twitched. Alex reached out now and grasped it. Wake up, she thought. Prove to me you’re okay.


  What if Alex hadn’t been late to work that morning? Might she have stayed at the kitchen table with Josie, talking about the things she imagined mothers and daughters discussed but that she never seemed to have the time to? What if she’d taken a better look at Josie when she hurried downstairs, told her to go back to bed and get some rest?


  What if she’d taken Josie on a spur-of-the-moment trip to Punta Cana, San Diego, Fiji—all the places Alex dream-surfed on her computer in chambers and thought about visiting, but never did?


  What if she’d been a prescient enough mother to keep her daughter home from school today?


  There were, of course, hundreds of other parents who’d made the same honest mistake she had. But that was shallow comfort to Alex: none of their children were Josie. None of them, surely, had as much to lose as she did.


  When this is over, Alex promised silently, we will go to the rain forest, or the pyramids, or a beach as white as bone. We will eat grapes from the vine, we will swim with sea turtles, we will walk miles on cobblestone streets. We will laugh and talk and confess. We will.


  At the same time, a small voice in her head was scheduling this paradise. After, it said. Because first, this trial will come to your courtroom.


  It was true: a case like this would be fast-tracked to the docket. Alex was the superior court judge for Grafton County, and would be for the next eight months. Although Josie had been at the scene of the crime, she wasn’t technically a victim of the shooter. Had Josie been wounded, Alex would have automatically been removed from the case. But as it stood, there was no legal conflict in Alex’s sitting as judge, as long as she could separate her personal feelings as the mother of a high school student from her professional feelings as a justice. This would be her first big trial as a superior court judge, the one that set a tone for the rest of her tenure on the bench.


  Not that she was really thinking about that now.


  Suddenly, Josie stirred. Alex watched consciousness pour into her, reach a high-water mark. “Where am I?”


  Alex combed her fingers through her daughter’s hair. “In the hospital.”


  “Why?”


  Her hand stilled. “Do you remember anything about today?”


  “Matt came over before school,” Josie said, and then she pushed herself upright. “Was there, like, a car accident?”


  Alex hesitated, unsure of what she was supposed to say. Wasn’t Josie better off not knowing the truth? What if this was the way her mind was protecting her from whatever she’d witnessed?


  “You’re fine,” Alex said carefully. “You weren’t hurt.”


  Josie turned to her, relieved. “What about Matt?”


  ***


  Lewis was getting a lawyer. Lacy held that nugget of information to her chest like a hot stone as she rocked back and forth on Peter’s bed and waited for him to come home. It’s going to be all right, Lewis had promised, although she did not understand how he could make so specious a statement. Clearly this is a mistake, Lewis had said, but he hadn’t been down at the high school. He hadn’t seen the faces of the students, kids who would never really be kids again.


  There was a part of Lacy that wanted so badly to believe Lewis—to think that somehow, this broken thing might be fixed. But there was another part of her that remembered him waking Peter at four in the morning to go out and sit in a duck blind. Lewis had taught his son how to hunt, never expecting that Peter might find a different kind of prey. Lacy understood hunting as both a sport and an evolutionary claim; she even knew how to make an excellent venison stew and teriyaki goose and enjoyed whatever meal Lewis’s hobby put on the table. But right now, she thought, It is his fault, because then it couldn’t be hers.


  How could you change a boy’s bedding every week and feed him breakfast and drive him to the orthodontist and not know him at all? She’d assumed that if Peter’s answers were monosyllabic, it was just because of his age; that any mother would have made the same assumption. Lacy combed through her memories for some red flag, some conversation she might have misread, something overlooked, but all she could recall were a thousand ordinary moments.


  A thousand ordinary moments that some mothers would never get to have again with their own children.


  Tears sprang to her eyes; she wiped them with the back of her hand. Don’t think about them, she silently scolded. Right now you have to worry about yourself.


  Had Peter been thinking that, too?


  Swallowing, Lacy walked into her son’s room. It was dark, the bed neatly made just as Lacy had left it this morning, but now she saw the poster of a band called Death Wish on the wall and wondered why a boy might hang it up. She opened the closet and saw the empty bottles and electrical tape and torn rags and everything else she had missed the first time around.


  Suddenly, Lacy stopped. She could fix this herself. She could fix this for both of them. She ran downstairs to the kitchen and ripped three large black thirty-three-gallon trash bags free from their coil before hurrying back to Peter’s room. She started in the closet, shoving packages of shoelaces, sugar, potassium nitrate fertilizer, and—my God, were these pipes?—into the first bag. She did not have a plan about what she would do with all these things, but she would get them out of her house.


  When the doorbell rang, Lacy sighed with relief, expecting Lewis—although, if she’d been thinking clearly, she would have realized that Lewis would have simply let himself in. She abandoned her haul and went downstairs to find a policeman holding a slim blue folder. “Mrs. Houghton?” the officer said.


  What could they possibly want? They already had her son.


  “We’ve got a search warrant.” He handed her the paperwork and pushed past her, followed by five other policemen. “Jackson and Walhorne, you head up to the boy’s room. Rodriguez, the basement. Tewes and Gilchrist, start with the first floor, and everyone, let’s make sure you cover the answering machines and all computer equipment...” Then he noticed Lacy still standing there, stricken. “Mrs. Houghton, you’ll have to leave the premises.”


  The policeman escorted her to her own front hallway. Numb, Lacy followed. What would they think when they reached Peter’s room and found that trash bag? Would they blame Peter? Or Lacy, for enabling him?


  Did they already?


  A rush of cold air hit Lacy in the face as the front door opened. “For how long?”


  The officer shrugged. “Till we’re done,” he said, and he left her out in the cold.


  ***


  Jordan McAfee had been an attorney for nearly twenty years and truly believed he had seen and heard it all, until now, when he and his wife, Selena, stood in front of the television set watching CNN’s coverage of the school shooting at Sterling High. “It’s like Columbine,” Selena said. “In our backyard.”


  “Except right now,” Jordan murmured, “there’s someone to blame who’s still alive.” He glanced down at the baby in his wife’s arms, a blue-eyed, coffee-colored mixture of his own WASP genes and Selena’s never-ending limbs and ebony skin, and he reached for the remote to turn down the volume, just in case his son was taking any of this in subconsciously.


  Jordan knew Sterling High. It was just down the street from his barber and two blocks away from the room over the bank he rented as his law office. He had represented a few students who’d been busted with pot in their glove compartments or who got caught drinking underage at the college in town. Selena, who was not only his wife but also his investigator, had gone into the school to talk to kids from time to time about a case.


  They hadn’t lived here very long. His son Thomas—the only good thing to come out of his lousy first marriage—graduated from high school in Salem Falls and was now a sophomore at Yale, where Jordan spent $40,000 a year to hear that he had narrowed down his career plans to becoming either a performance artist, an art historian, or a professional clown. Jordan had finally asked Selena to marry him, and after she’d gotten pregnant, they’d moved to Sterling—because the school district had such a good reputation.


  Go figure.


  When the telephone rang and Jordan—who didn’t want to watch the coverage but couldn’t tear his eyes away from it either—made no motion to answer it, Selena dumped the baby in his arms and reached for the receiver. “Hey,” she said. “How’s it going?”


  Jordan glanced up and raised his brows.


  Thomas, Selena mouthed. “Yeah, hang on, he’s right here.”


  He took the phone from Selena. “What the hell is going on?” Thomas asked. “Sterling High’s all over MSNBC.com.”


  “I don’t know any more than you do,” Jordan said. “It’s pandemonium.”


  “I know some kids there. We competed against them in track and field. It’s just—it’s not real.”


  Jordan could still hear ambulance sirens in the distance. “It’s real,” he said. There was a click on the line—call-waiting. “Hang on, I have to take this.”


  “Is this Mr. McAfee?”


  “Yes...”


  “I, um, understand that you’re an attorney. I got your name from Stuart McBride over at Sterling College...”


  On the television, a list of the names of the known dead began to scroll, with yearbook pictures. “You know, I’m on the other line,” Jordan said. “Could I take down your name and number, and get back to you?”


  “I was wondering if you’d represent my son,” the caller said. “He’s the boy who... the one from the high school who...” The voice stumbled, and then broke. “They say my son’s the one who did it.”


  Jordan thought of the last time he’d represented a teenage boy. Like this one, Chris Harte had been found holding a smoking gun.


  “Will you... will you take his case?”


  Jordan forgot about Thomas, waiting. He forgot about Chris Harte and how the case had nearly turned him inside out. Instead he looked at Selena and the baby in her arms. Sam twisted, grabbing at her earring. This boy—the one who had walked into Sterling High this morning and committed a massacre—was someone’s son. And in spite of a town that would be reeling for years, and media coverage that had already reached the point of saturation, he deserved a fair trial.


  “Yes,” Jordan said. “I will.”


  ***


  Finally—after the bomb squad had dismantled the pipe bomb in Peter Houghton’s car; after one hundred and sixteen shell casings had been found scattered in the school from fired bullets; after the accident recon guys had begun to measure the evidence and the location of the bodies so that they could produce a scale diagram of the scene; after the crime techs had taken the first of hundreds of snapshots that they would put into indexed photobooks—Patrick called everyone together into the auditorium of the school and stood on the stage in the near darkness. “What we have is a massive amount of information,” he told the crowd assembled before him. “There’s going to be a lot of pressure on us to do this fast, and to do this right. I want everyone back here in twenty-four hours, so that we can see where we’re at.”


  People began to disperse. At the next meeting, Patrick would be given the completed photobooks, all evidence not being sent to the lab, and all lab submissions. In twenty-four hours, he’d be buried so far underneath the avalanche he wouldn’t know which way was up.


  While the others headed back to various parts of the building to complete the work that would take them all night and the next day, Patrick walked out to his car. It had stopped raining. Patrick planned to go back to the station to review the evidence that had been seized from the Houghtons’ home, and he wanted to talk to the parents, if they were still willing. But he found himself pointing his car instead toward the medical center, and he pulled into the parking lot. He walked into the emergency entrance and flashed his badge. “Look,” he said to the nurse, “I know you had a lot of kids come through here today. But one of the first was a girl named Josie. I’m trying to find her.”


  The nurse fluttered her hands over her computer keyboard. “Josie who?”


  “That’s the thing,” Patrick admitted. “I don’t know.”


  The screen swam with a flurry of information, and the nurse tapped her finger against the glass. “Cormier. She’s up on the fourth floor, Room 422.”


  Patrick thanked her and took the elevator upstairs. Cormier. The name sounded familiar, but he couldn’t quite place it. It was common enough, he figured—maybe he’d read it in the paper or seen it on a television show. He slipped past the nurses’ desk and followed the numbers down the hall. The door to Josie’s room was ajar. The girl sat up in bed, wrapped in shadows, talking to a figure that stood beside her.


  Patrick knocked softly and stepped into the room. Josie stared at him blankly; the woman beside her turned around.


  Cormier, Patrick realized. As in Judge Cormier. He’d been called to testify in her courtroom a few times before she became a superior court judge; he’d gone to her for warrants as a last resort—after all, she came from a public defender’s background, which in Patrick’s mind meant that even if she now was scrupulously fair, she still had once played for the other side.


  “Your Honor,” he said. “I didn’t realize Josie was your daughter.” He approached the bed. “How are you doing?”


  Josie stared at him. “Do I know you?”


  “I’m the one who carried you out—” He stopped as the judge put her hand on his arm and drew him out of Josie’s range of hearing.


  “She doesn’t remember anything that happened,” the judge whispered. “She thinks for some reason that she was in a car accident... and I...” Her voice trailed off. “I haven’t been able to tell her the truth.”


  Patrick understood—when you loved someone, you didn’t want to be the one who brought their world crashing down. “Would you like me to do it?”


  The judge hesitated, and then nodded gratefully. Patrick faced Josie again. “You all right?”


  “My head hurts. The doctors said I have a concussion and have to stay overnight.” She looked up at him. “I guess I ought to thank you for rescuing me.” Suddenly, a flicker of intention crossed her face. “Do you know what happened to Matt? The guy who was in the car with me?”


  Patrick sat down on the edge of the hospital bed. “Josie,” he said gently, “you weren’t in a car accident. There was an incident at your school—a student came in and started shooting people.”


  Josie shook her head, trying to dislodge the words.


  “Matt was one of the victims.”


  Her eyes filled with tears. “Is he okay?”


  Patrick looked down at the soft waffle weave of the blanket between them. “I’m sorry.”


  “No,” Josie said. “No. You’re lying to me.” She struck out at Patrick, clipping him across the face and chest. The judge rushed forward, trying to hold her daughter back, but Josie was wild—shrieking, crying, clawing, drawing the attention of the nursing staff down the hall. Two of them flew into the room on white wings, shooing out Patrick and Judge Cormier, while they administered a sedative to Josie.


  In the hallway, Patrick leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. Jesus Christ. Was this what he’d have to put every one of his witnesses through? He was about to apologize to the judge for upsetting Josie when she turned on him just like her daughter had. “What the hell do you think you’re doing, telling her about Matt!”


  “You asked me to,” Patrick bristled.


  “To tell her about the school,” the judge qualified. “Not to tell her her boyfriend’s dead!”


  “You know damn well Josie would have found out sooner or—”


  “Later,” the judge interrupted. “Much later.”


  The nurses appeared in the doorway. “She’s sleeping now,” one of them whispered. “We’ll be back in to check on her.”


  They both waited until the nurses were out of hearing range. “Look,” Patrick said tightly. “Today I saw kids who’d been shot in the head, kids who will never walk again, kids who died because they were in the wrong place at the wrong time. Your daughter... she’s in shock... but she’s one of the lucky ones.”


  His words hit her, a solid slap. For just a moment, when Patrick looked at the judge, she no longer seemed furious. Her gray eyes were heavy with all the scenarios that, thankfully, had not come to pass; her mouth softened with relief. And then, just as suddenly, her features smoothed, impassive. “I’m sorry. I’m not usually like this. It’s just... been a really awful day.”


  Patrick tried, but he could see no trace left of the emotion that had, for a moment, broken her. Seamless. That’s what she was.


  “I know you were only trying to do your job,” the judge said.


  “I would like to talk to Josie... but that’s not why I came. I’m here because she was the first one... well, I just needed to know she was all right.” He offered Judge Cormier the smallest of smiles, the kind that can start a heart to breaking. “Take care of her,” Patrick said, and then he turned and walked down the hall, aware of the heat of her gaze on his back, and how much it felt like the touch of a hand.


  Twelve Years Before


  On his first day of kindergarten, Peter Houghton woke up at 4:32 a.m. He padded into his parents’ room and asked if it was time yet to take the school bus. For as long as he could remember, he’d watched his brother Joey get on the bus, and it was a mystery of dynamic proportion: the way the sun bounced off its snub yellow nose, the door that hinged like the jaw of a dragon, the dramatic sigh when it came to a stop. Peter had a Matchbox car that looked just like the bus Joey rode on twice a day—the same bus that now he was going to get to ride on, too.


  His mother told him to go back to sleep until it was morning, but he couldn’t. Instead, he got dressed in the special clothes his mother had bought for his first day of school and he lay back down in bed to wait. He was the first one downstairs for breakfast, and his mother made chocolate chip pancakes—his favorite. She kissed him on the cheek and took a picture of him sitting at the breakfast table, and then another one when he was dressed in his coat and had his empty knapsack on his back, like the shell of a turtle. “I can’t believe my baby is going to school,” his mother said.


  Joey, who was in first grade this year, told him to stop acting stupid. “It’s just school,” he said. “Big deal.”


  Peter’s mother finished buttoning his coat. “It was a big deal to you once, too,” she said. Then she told Peter she had a surprise for him. She went into the kitchen and reappeared with a Superman lunch box. Superman was reaching forward, as if he were trying to break out of the metal. His whole body stuck out from the background the tiniest bit, like the letters on books blind people read. Peter liked thinking that even if he couldn’t see, he would be able to tell that this was his lunch box. He took it from his mother and hugged her. He heard the thud of a piece of fruit rolling, the crinkle of wax paper, and he imagined the insides of his lunch, like mysterious organs.


  They waited at the end of the driveway, and just as Peter had dreamed over and over, the yellow bus rose over the crest of the hill. “One more!” his mother called, and she took a picture of Peter with the bus groaning to a stop behind him. “Joey,” she instructed, “take care of your brother.” Then she kissed Peter on the forehead. “My big boy,” she said, and her mouth pinched tight, the way it did when she was trying not to cry.


  Suddenly Peter felt his stomach turn to ice. What if kindergarten was not as great as he’d imagined? What if his teacher looked like the witch on that TV program that gave him nightmares sometimes? What if he forgot which direction the letter E went and everyone made fun of him?


  With hesitation, he climbed the steps of the school bus. The driver wore an army jacket and had two teeth missing in the front. “There’s seats in back,” he said, and Peter headed down the aisle, looking for Joey.


  His brother was sitting next to a boy Peter didn’t know. Joey glanced at him as he walked by, but didn’t say anything.


  “Peter!”


  He turned and saw Josie patting the empty seat next to her. She had her dark hair in pigtails and was wearing a skirt, even though she hated skirts. “I saved it for you,” Josie said.


  He sat down next to her, feeling better already. He was riding inside a bus. And he was sitting next to his best friend in the whole world. “Cool lunch box,” Josie said.


  He held it up, to show her the way that you could make Superman look like he was moving if you wiggled it, and just then a hand reached across the aisle. A boy with ape arms and a backward baseball cap grabbed the lunch box out of Peter’s grasp. “Hey, freak,” he said, “you want to see Superman fly?”


  Before Peter understood what the older boy was doing, he opened a window and hurled Peter’s lunch box out of it. Peter stood up, craning his neck around to see out the rear emergency door. His lunch box burst open on the asphalt. His apple rolled across the dotted yellow line of the road and vanished beneath the tire of an oncoming car.


  “Sit down!” the bus driver yelled.


  Peter sank back into his seat. His face felt cold, but his ears were burning. He could hear the boy and his friends laughing, as loud as if it were happening in his own head. Then he felt Josie’s hand slide into his. “I’ve got peanut butter,” she whispered. “We can share.”


  ***


  Alex sat in the conference room at the jail, across from her newest client, Linus Froom. This morning, at 4:00 a.m., he’d dressed in black, pulled a ski mask over his head, and robbed an Irving gas station convenience store at gunpoint. When the police were called in after Linus ran off, they found a cell phone on the ground. It rang while the detective was sitting at his desk. “Dude,” the caller said. “This is my cell phone. Do you have it?” The detective said yes, and asked where he’d lost it. “At the Irving station, man. I was there, like, a half hour ago.” The detective suggested that they meet at the corner of Route 10 and Route 25A; he’d bring the cell phone.


  Needless to say, Linus Froom showed up, and was arrested for robbery.


  Alex looked at her client across the scarred table. Her daughter was at this moment having juice and cookies or story time or Advanced Crayoning or whatever else the first day of kindergarten consisted of, and she was stuck in a conference room at the county jail with a criminal too stupid to even be good at his craft. “It says here,” Alex said, perusing the police report, “that there was some contention when Detective Chisholm read you your rights?”


  Linus lifted his gaze. He was a kid—only nineteen—with acne and a unibrow. “He thought I was dumb as shit.”


  “He said this to you?”


  “He asked me if I could read.”


  All cops did; they were supposed to have the perp follow along with the Miranda rights. “And your response, apparently, was, ‘Hello, fucko, do I look like a moron?’”


  Linus shrugged. “What was I supposed to say?”


  Alex pinched the bridge of her nose. Her days in the public defender’s office were an exhausting blur of moments like this: a great amount of energy and time expended on behalf of someone who—a week, a month, a year later—would wind up sitting across from her again. And yet, what else was she qualified to do? This was the world she had chosen to inhabit.


  Her beeper went off. Glancing at the number, she silenced it. “Linus, I think we’re going to have to plead this one out.”


  She left Linus in the hands of a detention officer and ducked into the office of a secretary at the jail in order to borrow her phone. “Thank God,” Alex said when the person picked up on the other end. “You saved me from jumping out a second-story window at the jail.”


  “You forgot, there are bars,” Whit Hobart said, laughing. “I used to think maybe they’d been installed not to keep the prisoners in, but to prevent their public defenders from running away when they realize how bad their cases are.”


  Whit had been Alex’s boss when she’d joined the NH public defender’s office, but he had retired nine months ago. A legend in his own right, Whit had become the father she’d never had—one who, unlike her own, had praise for her instead of criticism. She wished Whit were here, now, instead of in some golf community on the seacoast. He’d take her out to lunch and tell her stories that made her realize every public defender had clients—and cases—like Linus. And then he’d somehow leave her with the bill and a renewed drive to get up and fight all over again.


  “What are you doing up?” Alex said. “Early tee time?”


  “Nah, damn gardener woke me with the leaf blower. What am I missing?”


  “Nothing, really. Except the office isn’t the same without you. There’s a certain... energy missing.”


  “Energy? You’re not becoming some New Age crystal-reading hack, are you, Al?”


  Alex grinned. “No—”


  “Good. Because that’s why I’m calling: I’ve got a job for you.”


  “I already have a job. In fact, I have enough work for two jobs.”


  “Three district courts in the area are posting a vacancy in the Bar News. You really ought to put your name in, Alex.”


  “To be a judge?” She started to laugh. “Whit, what are you smoking these days?”


  “You’d be good at it, Alex. You’re a fine decision maker. You’re even-tempered. You don’t let your emotions get in the way of your work. You have the defense perspective, so you understand the litigants. And you’ve always been an excellent trial attorney.” He hesitated. “Plus, it’s not too often that New Hampshire has a Democratic female governor picking a judge.”


  “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Alex said, “but I am so not the right person for that job.”


  She knew, too, because her father had been a superior court justice. Alex could remember swinging around in his swivel chair, counting paper clips, running her thumbnail along the green felt surface of his spotless blotter to make a hatch-marked grid. She’d pick up the phone and talk to the dial tone. She’d pretend. And then inevitably her father would come in and berate her for disturbing a pencil or a file or—God forbid—himself.


  On her belt, her beeper began to vibrate again. “Listen, I have to get to court. Maybe we can do lunch next week.”


  “Judges’ hours are regular,” Whit added. “What time does Josie get home from school?”


  “Whit—”


  “Think about it,” he said, and then he hung up.


  ***


  “Peter,” his mother sighed, “how could you possibly lose it again?” She skirted around his father, who was pouring himself a cup of coffee, and fished through the dark bowels of the pantry for a brown paper lunch sack.


  Peter hated those sacks. The banana never could quite fit in, and the sandwich always got crushed. But what else was he supposed to do?


  “What did he lose?” his father asked.


  “His lunch box. For the third time this month.” His mother began to fill the brown bag—fruit and juice pack on the bottom, sandwich floating on top. She glanced at Peter, who was not eating his breakfast, but vivisecting his paper napkin with a knife. He had, so far, made the letters H and T. “If you procrastinate, you’re going to miss the bus.”


  “You’ve got to start being responsible,” his father said.


  When his father spoke, Peter pictured the words like smoke. They clouded up the room for a moment, but before you knew it, they’d be gone.


  “For God’s sake, Lewis, he’s five.”


  “I don’t remember Joey losing his lunch box three times during the first month of school.”


  Peter sometimes watched his father playing soccer in the backyard with Joey. Their legs pumped like crazy pistons and gears—forward, backward, forward—as if they were doing a dance together with the ball caught between them. When Peter tried to join them, he got tangled up in his own frustration. The last time, he’d scored against himself by accident.


  He looked over his shoulder at his parents. “I’m not Joey,” he said, and even though nobody answered, he could hear the reply: We know.


  ***


  “Attorney Cormier?” Alex glanced up to find a former client standing in front of her desk, beaming from ear to ear.


  It took her a moment to place him. Teddy MacDougal or MacDonald, something like that. She remembered the charge: simple assault domestic violence. He and his wife had gotten drunk and gone after each other. Alex had gotten him acquitted.


  “I got somethin’ for ya,” Teddy said.


  “I hope you didn’t buy me anything,” she answered, and she meant it—this was a man from the North Country who was so poor that the floor of his house was literally dirt and he stocked his freezer with the spoils of his own hunting. Alex was not a fan of hunting, but she understood that for some of her clients—like Teddy—it was not about sport, but survival. Which was exactly why a conviction for him would have been so devastating: it would have cost him his firearms.


  “I didn’t buy it. Promise.” Teddy grinned. “It’s in my truck. Come on out.”


  “Can’t you bring it in here?”


  “Oh, no. No, can’t do that.”


  Oh, excellent, Alex thought. What could he possibly have in his truck that he can’t bring in? She followed Teddy out to the parking lot and in the back of his pickup truck saw a huge, dead bear.


  “This is for your freeza’,” he said.


  “Teddy, this is enormous. You could eat it all winter.”


  “Damn right. But I thoughta you.”


  “Thank you so much. I really appreciate it. But I don’t, um, eat meat. And I wouldn’t want it to go to waste.” She touched his arm. “I really want you to have it.”


  Teddy squinted into the sun. “All right.” He nodded at Alex, climbed into the cab of his truck, and bounced out of the parking lot as the bear thumped against the walls of the pickup bed.


  “Alex!”


  She turned to find her secretary standing in the doorway.


  “A call from your daughter’s school just came in,” the secretary said. “Josie got sent to the principal’s office.”


  Josie? In trouble at school? “For what?” Alex asked.


  “She beat the crap out of a boy on the playground.”


  Alex started toward her car. “Tell them I’m on my way.”


  ***


  On the ride home, Alex stole glances at her daughter in the rearview mirror. Josie had gone to school this morning in a white cardigan and khaki pants; now that cardigan was streaked with dirt. There were twigs in her hair, which had fallen from its ponytail. The elbow of her sweater had a hole in it; her lip was still bleeding. And—here was the amazing thing—apparently, she’d fared better than the little boy she’d gone after.


  “Come on,” Alex said, leading Josie upstairs to the bathroom. There, she peeled off her daughter’s shirt, washed her cuts, and covered them with Neosporin and Band-Aids. She sat down in front of Josie, on the bathmat that looked like it was made of Cookie Monster skin. “You want to talk about it?”


  Josie’s lower lip quivered, and she started to cry. “It’s Peter,” she said. “Drew picks on him all the time and Peter gets hurt, so today I wanted it to be the other way around.”


  “Aren’t there teachers on the playground?”


  “Aides.”


  “Well, you should have told them that Peter was getting teased. Beating up Drew only makes you just as bad as him in the first place.”


  “We went to the aides,” Josie complained. “They told Drew and the other kids to leave Peter alone, but they never listen.”


  “So,” Alex said, “you did what you thought was the best thing at the time?”


  “Yeah. For Peter.”


  “Imagine if you always did that. Let’s say you decided that you liked someone else’s coat better than yours, so you took it.”


  “That would be stealing,” Josie said.


  “Exactly. That’s why there are rules. You can’t break the rules, not even when it seems like everyone else is doing it. Because if you do—if we all do—then the whole world becomes a very scary place. One where coats get stolen and people get beat up on the playground. Instead of doing the best thing, we sometimes have to settle for the rightest thing.”


  “What’s the difference?”


  “The best thing is what you think should be done. The rightest thing is what needs to be done—when you think not just of you and how you feel, but also the extra stuff—who else is involved, and what’s happened before, and what the rules say.” She glanced at Josie. “Why didn’t Peter fight?”


  “He thought he’d get in trouble.”


  “I rest my case,” Alex said.


  Josie’s eyelashes were spiked with tears. “Are you mad at me?”


  Alex hesitated. “I’m angry at the aides for not paying attention when Peter was getting teased. And I’m not thrilled that you punched a boy in the nose. But I’m proud of you for wanting to defend your friend.” She kissed Josie on the forehead. “Go get some clothes that don’t have holes in them, Wonder Woman.”


  When Josie scrambled off into her bedroom, Alex remained sitting on the bathroom floor. It struck her that dispensing justice was really more about being present and engaged than anything else—unlike those aides on the playground, for example. You could be firm without being bossy; you could make it a point to know the rules; you could take all evidence into consideration before coming to a conclusion.


  Being a good judge, Alex realized, was not all that different from being a good mother.


  She stood up, went downstairs, and picked up the phone. Whit answered on the third ring. “Okay,” she said. “Tell me what I have to do.”


  ***


  The chair was too small beneath Lacy’s bottom; her knees did not fit under the desk; the colors on the walls were too bright. The teacher who sat across from her was so young that Lacy wondered if she could go home and drink a glass of wine without breaking any laws. “Mrs. Houghton,” the teacher said, “I wish I could give you a better explanation, but the fact is, some kids are simply magnets for teasing. Other children see a weakness, and they exploit it.”


  “What’s Peter’s weakness?” she asked.


  The teacher smiled. “I don’t see it as a weakness. He’s sensitive, and he’s sweet. But that means he’s far less likely to be running around with the other boys playing police chase than he is to be coloring in a corner with Josie. The other children in the class notice.”


  Lacy remembered being in elementary school, not that much older than Peter, and raising chicks from an incubator. The six eggs had hatched, but one of the chicks was born with a gnarled leg. It was always the last to the feed tray and the water trough, and it was scrawnier and more tentative than its siblings. One day, while the class watched in horror, the maimed chick was pecked to death by the others.


  “The behavior of these other boys is not being tolerated,” the teacher assured Lacy. “When we see it, we immediately send the child to the principal.” She opened her mouth as if she was about to say something, and then snapped it shut.


  “What?”


  The teacher looked down at the desk. “It’s just that, unfortunately, that response can have the opposite effect. The boys identify Peter as the reason they’re in trouble, and that perpetuates the cycle of violence.”


  Lacy felt her face growing hot. “What are you doing, personally, to make sure this doesn’t happen again?”


  She expected the teacher to talk about a time-out chair, or some retributive punishment that would be handed out if Peter was again taunted by the in crowd. But instead, the young woman said, “I’m showing Peter how to stand up for himself. If someone cuts him in the lunch line, or if he’s teased, to say something in return instead of just accepting it.”


  Lacy blinked at her. “I... I can’t believe I’m hearing this. So if he gets shoved, he’s supposed to shove back? When his food gets knocked on the floor, he should reciprocate?”


  “Of course not—”


  “You’re telling me that for Peter to feel safe in school, he’s going to have to start acting like the boys who do this to him?”


  “No, I’m telling you about the reality of grade school,” the teacher corrected. “Look, Mrs. Houghton. I can tell you what you want to hear. I can say that Peter is a wonderful child, which he is. I can tell you that the school will teach tolerance and will discipline the boys who’ve been making Peter’s life so miserable, and that this will be enough to stop it. But the sad fact is that if Peter wants it to end, he’s going to have to be part of the solution.”


  Lacy looked down at her hands. They looked gargantuan on the surface of the tiny pupil’s desk. “Thank you. For your honesty.” She stood up carefully, because that is how it’s best to move in a world where you no longer fit.


  She let herself out of the kindergarten classroom. Peter was waiting on a small wooden bench beneath the cubbies in the hall. It was her job as Peter’s mother to smooth the road in front of him so that he wouldn’t falter. But what if she couldn’t bulldoze on his behalf all the time? Is that what the teacher had been trying to tell her?


  She squatted down in front of Peter and reached for his hands. “You know I love you, right?” Lacy said.


  Peter nodded.


  “You know I only want what’s best for you.”


  “Yes,” Peter said.


  “I know about the lunch boxes. I know what’s been going on with Drew. I heard about Josie punching him. I know the kinds of things he says to you.” Lacy felt her eyes fill with tears. “The next time it happens, you have to stick up for yourself. You have to, Peter, or I... I’m going to have to punish you.”


  Life wasn’t fair. Lacy had been passed over for promotions, no matter how hard she’d worked. She’d seen mothers who’d taken meticulous care of themselves deliver stillborns, while crack addicts had healthy infants. She’d seen fourteen-year-olds dying of ovarian cancer before they ever got a chance to really live. You couldn’t fight the injustice of fate; you could only suffer it and hope that one day it might be different. But somehow, it was even more difficult to stomach on behalf of your child. It tore Lacy apart to have to be the one to pull back that curtain of innocence, so that Peter would see that no matter how much she loved him—no matter how much she had wanted this world to be perfect for him—it would always fall short.


  Swallowing, she stared at Peter, trying to think of what she could do to spur him to self-defense, which punishment would make him change his behavior, even as it broke her heart to make him do just that. “If this happens again... no playdates with Josie for a month.”


  She closed her eyes at the ultimatum. It was not the way she liked to parent, but apparently her usual advice—be kind, be polite, be what you want others to be—had done Peter no good. If a threat might make Peter roar, so loud that Drew and all those other awful children slunk away with their tails between their legs, then Lacy would do it.


  She brushed Peter’s hair back from his face, watching the play of doubt cloud his features—and why shouldn’t it? His mother had certainly never given him a directive like this before. “He’s a bully. A jerk, in a tiny package. But he’ll grow up to be a bigger jerk, and you—you’re going to grow up to be someone incredible.” Lacy smiled widely at her son. “One day, Peter, everyone’s going to know your name.”


  ***


  There were two swings out on the playground, and sometimes you had to wait your turn for them. When that happened, Peter would cross his fingers and hope that he got the one that hadn’t been swung around the top bar by a fifth grader, making it so that the seat was incredibly high off the ground and hard to get into. He was afraid he would fall off, trying to get on the swing, or, even more embarrassing, not even be able to hike himself up in the first place.


  When he waited with Josie, she always took that swing. She pretended she liked it, but Peter realized she was only pretending she didn’t know how much he disliked it.


  Today at recess, they weren’t swinging. Instead, they’d twisted the chains round and round until they were as knotted as a throat, and then they’d lift up their feet and go spinning. Peter would sometimes look back at the sky and imagine that he was flying.


  When they stopped, his swing and Josie’s staggered against each other and their feet got all tangled. She laughed, and lightly locked their ankles together so that they were connected, a human chain link.


  He turned to her. “I want people to like me,” he blurted out.


  Josie tilted her head. “People do like you.”


  Peter split his feet, disengaging them. “I meant people,” he said, “who aren’t you.”


  ***


  The application to become a judge took Alex two full days to complete, and as she filled it out, a remarkable thing happened: she realized that she did actually want to be a judge. In spite of what she’d said to Whit, in spite of her earlier reservations, she was making the right decision for the right reasons.


  When the Judicial Selection Commission called for an interview, they made it clear that such invitations were not extended to just anybody. That if Alex was being interviewed, she was being seriously considered for the position.


  The job of the commission was to give the governor a short list of candidates. Judicial commission interviews were conducted at the old governor’s mansion, Bridges House, in East Concord. They were staggered, and candidates entered through one entrance and left through another, presumably so that no one knew who else was up for the job.


  The twelve members of the commission were lawyers, policemen, executive directors of victim’s advocacy organizations. They stared so hard at Alex that she expected her face to burst into flames. It did not help, either, that she had been up half the night with Josie, who’d awakened from a nightmare about a boa constrictor and refused to go back to sleep. Alex didn’t know who the other candidates were for this position, but she’d wager that they weren’t single moms who’d had to poke the radiator vents with a yardstick at 3:00 a.m. to prove that there weren’t any snakes hiding in the dark tunnels.


  “I like the pace,” she said carefully, replying to a question. There were answers she was expected to give, she knew. The trick was to somehow imbue the stock phrases and anticipated responses with part of her personality. “I like the pressure of making a quick decision. I’m strong on the rules of evidence. I’ve been in courtrooms with justices who don’t do their homework in advance, and I know I won’t function that way.” She hesitated, looking around at the men and women, wondering if she should cultivate a persona like most of the other people who applied for judicial positions—and who’d come through the hallowed ranks of the prosecutorial office—or if she should be herself and allow the petticoat hem of her public defender background to peek out.


  Oh, hell.


  “I guess the reason I really want to be a judge is because I love the way a courtroom is an equal opportunity environment. When you come into it, for that brief amount of time, your case is the most important thing in the world, to everyone in that room. The system works for you. It doesn’t matter who you are, or where you’re from—your treatment will depend on the letter of the law, not on any socioeconomic variables.”


  One of the commission members looked down at her notes. “What do you think makes a good judge, Ms. Cormier?”


  Alex felt a bead of sweat run down between her shoulder blades. “Being patient but firm. Being in control but not being arrogant. Knowing the rules of evidence and the rules of a courtroom.” She paused. “This is probably not what you’re used to hearing, but I think a good judge probably is a whiz at tangrams.”


  An older woman from a victim’s advocacy group blinked. “I beg your pardon?”


  “Tangrams. I’m a mom. My little girl, she’s five. And there’s this game she has where you’re given a geometric outline of a figure—a boat, a train, a bird—and you somehow construct it from a set of puzzle pieces: triangles and parallelograms—some bigger than others. It’s easy for a person with good spatial relations skills, because you really have to think outside the box. And being a judge is like that. You’ve got all of these competing factors—the parties involved, the victims, law enforcement, society, even precedent—and you somehow have to use them to solve the problem within a given framework.”


  In the uncomfortable silence that followed, Alex turned her head and caught a glimpse through a window of the next interviewee arriving through the entrance vestibule. She blinked, certain she’d seen wrong, but you did not forget the silvered curls that you’d once run your fingers through; you did not put out of your mind the geography of cheekbones and jaw you’d traced with your own lips. Logan Rourke—her trial advocacy professor; her old lover; her daughter’s father—headed into the building and closed the door.


  Apparently, he was a judicial candidate as well.


  Alex drew in her breath, even more determined to win this position than she had been a moment ago. “Ms. Cormier?” the older woman said again, and Alex realized she’d missed her question the first time around.


  “Yes. Sorry?”


  “I asked how successful you are when you play tangrams.”


  Alex met her gaze. “Ma’am,” she said, letting a broad smile escape, “I’m the New Hampshire State Champion.”


  ***


  At first, the numbers just looked fatter. But then they started to twist a little, and Peter had to either squinch up his face or get closer to see if it was a 3 or an 8. His teacher sent him to the nurse, who smelled like teabags and feet, and she made him look at a chart on the wall.


  His new eyeglasses were light as a feather and had special lenses that wouldn’t scratch even if he fell down and they went flying across a sandbox. The frames were made out of wire, too thin, in his opinion, to hold up the curved pieces of glass that made his eyes look like an owl’s: oversized, bright, so blue.


  When Peter got his glasses he was amazed. Suddenly, the blur in the distance coagulated into a farm with silos and fields and spots of cows. The letters on the red sign said STOP. There were tiny lines, like the creases on his knuckles, at the corners of his mother’s eyes. All superheroes had accessories—Batman’s belt, Superman’s cape—this was his, and it gave him X-ray vision. He was so excited about having his new glasses that he slept with them.


  It wasn’t until he got to school the next day that he understood that with better vision came perfect hearing: Four-eyes; blind as a bat. His glasses were no longer a mark of distinction but only a scar, something else that made him different from everyone else. And that wasn’t even the worst of it.


  As the world came into focus, Peter realized how people looked when they glanced at him. As if he were the punch line to a joke.


  And Peter, with his 20/20 vision, cast his eyes downward, so that he wouldn’t see.


  ***


  “We are subversive parents,” Alex whispered to Lacy as they sat with their knees bent high as a grasshopper’s at one of the undersize tables during Open School Day. She took the Cuisenaire rods used for math—bright colored unit strips of twos, threes, fours, fives—and fashioned them to spell a curse word.


  “It’s all fun and games until someone turns out to be a judge,” Lacy chided, and she scattered the word with her hand.


  “Afraid I’m going to get you kicked out of kindergarten?” Alex laughed. “And as for the judge thing, that’s about as much of a long shot as me winning the lottery.”


  “We’ll see,” Lacy said.


  The teacher leaned down between them and handed each woman a small piece of paper. “Today I’m inviting all the parents to write down one word that best describes their child. Later, we’ll make a love collage out of them.”


  Alex glanced at Lacy. “A love collage?”


  “Stop being anti-kindergarten.”


  “I’m not. In fact, I think everything you need to know about the law you learn in kindergarten. You know: Don’t hit. Don’t take what’s not yours. Don’t kill people. Don’t rape them.”


  “Oh, yeah, I remember that lesson. Right after snack time,” Lacy said.


  “You know what I mean. It’s a social contract.”


  “What if you wound up on the bench and had to uphold a law you didn’t believe in?”


  “First off, that’s a big if. And second, I’d do it. I’d feel horrible about it, but I’d do it,” Alex said. “You don’t want a judge with a personal agenda, believe me.”


  Lacy tore the edge of her paper into a fringe. “If you become the job, then when do you get to be you?”


  Alex grinned and pushed the Cuisenaire rods into another four-letter word. “At kindergarten open houses, I guess.”


  Suddenly Josie appeared, rosy-cheeked and flushed. “Mommy,” she said, tugging on Alex’s hand as Peter climbed onto Lacy’s lap. “We’re all done.”


  They had been in the block corner, creating a surprise. Lacy and Alex stood up, letting themselves be led past the book rack and the stacks of tiny carpets and the science table with its rotting pumpkin experiment whose pitted skin and sunken flesh reminded Alex of the face of a prosecutor she knew. “This is our house,” Josie announced, pushing open a block that served as the front door. “We’re married.”


  Lacy nudged Alex. “I always wanted to get along with my in-laws.”


  Peter stood at a wooden stove, mixing imaginary food in a plastic pot. Josie put on an oversize lab coat. “Time to go to work. I’ll be home for dinner.”


  “Okay,” Peter said. “We’re having meatballs.”


  “What’s your job?” Alex asked Josie.


  “I’m a judge. I send people to jail all day long and then I come home and eat pisghetti.” She walked around the perimeter of the block house and reentered through the front door.


  “Sit down,” Peter said. “You’re late again.”


  Lacy closed her eyes. “Is it just me, or is this like looking into a really unflattering mirror?”


  They watched Josie and Peter put aside their plates and then move to another part of their block house, a smaller square within the square. They lay down inside it. “This is the bed,” Josie explained.


  The teacher came up behind Alex and Lacy. “They play house all the time,” she said. “Isn’t it sweet?”


  Alex watched Peter curl up on his side. Josie spooned against him, wrapping her arm around his waist. She wondered how her daughter had ever formed an image of a couple like this in her mind, given that she’d never even seen her mother go out on a date.


  She watched Lacy lean against the block cubby and write, on her small slip of paper, TENDER. That did describe Peter—he was tender, almost to the point of being raw. It took someone like Josie—curled around him like a shell—to protect him.


  Alex reached for a pencil and smoothed out the piece of paper. Adjectives tumbled through her mind—there were so many for her daughter: dynamic, loyal, bright, breathtaking—but she found herself forming different letters.


  Mine, she wrote.


  ***


  This time when the lunch box hit the pavement, it broke wide across its hinges and the car behind the school bus ran right over his tuna fish sandwich and his bag of Doritos. The bus driver, as usual, didn’t notice. The fifth-grade boys were so good at doing this by now that the window was opened and closed before you could even yell for them to stop. Peter felt his eyes welling with tears as the boys high-fived each other. He could hear his mother’s voice in his head—this was the moment where he was supposed to stick up for himself!—but his mother did not realize that would only make it worse.


  “Oh, Peter,” Josie sighed as he sat down again beside her.


  He stared down at his mittens. “I don’t think I can go to your house on Friday.”


  “How come?”


  “Because my mom said she’ll punish me if I lose my lunch box again.”


  “That’s not fair,” Josie said.


  Peter shrugged. “Nothing is.”


  ***


  No one was more surprised than Alex when the governor of New Hampshire officially picked her from a short list of three candidates for a district court judicial position. Although it made sense that Jeanne Shaheen—a young, Democratic female governor—would want to appoint a young, Democratic female judge, Alex was still a little light-headed over the news when she went for her interview.


  The governor was younger than Alex had expected, and prettier. Which is exactly what most people will think about me if I’m on the bench, she thought. She sat down and slipped her hands under her thighs to keep them from shaking.


  “If I nominate you,” the governor said, “is there anything I should know?”


  “You mean skeletons in my closet?”


  Shaheen nodded. What it really came down to, for a gubernatorial appointee, was whether or not that nominee would in some way reflect poorly on the governor herself. Shaheen was trying to cross her t’s and dot her i’s before making an official decision, and for that, Alex could only admire her. “Is anyone going to come to your Executive Council hearing and oppose your nomination?” the governor asked.


  “That depends. Are you giving out furloughs at the state prison?”


  Shaheen laughed. “I take it that’s where your disgruntled clients have ended up.”


  “That’s exactly why they’re disgruntled.”


  The governor stood up and shook Alex’s hand. “I think we’ll get along well,” she said.


  ***


  Maine and New Hampshire were the only two states left in the country with an Executive Council—a group that acted as a direct check on the governor’s power. For Alex, this meant that in the month between her nomination and her confirmation hearing, she had to do whatever she could to placate five Republican men before they put her through the wringer.


  She called them weekly, asking if they had any questions they needed answered. She also had to arrange for witnesses to appear on her behalf at the confirmation hearing. After years in the public defender’s office, this should have been simple, but the Executive Council did not want to hear from lawyers. They wanted to hear from the community where Alex worked and lived—from her first-grade teacher to a state trooper who liked her in spite of her allegiance to the Dark Side. The tricky part was that Alex had to call in all her favors to get these people to prepare and testify, but she also had to make it clear that if she did get confirmed as a judge, she could give them nothing in return.


  And then, finally, it was Alex’s turn to take the hot seat. She sat in the Executive Council office in the State House, fielding questions that ranged from What was the last book you read? to Who has the burden of proof in abuse and neglect cases? Most of the questions were substantive and academic, until she was thrown a curve.


  Ms. Cormier, who has the right to judge someone else?


  “Well,” she said. “That depends on whether you’re judging in a moral sense or a legal sense. Morally, no one has the right to judge anyone else. But legally, it’s not a right—it’s a responsibility.”


  Following up on that, what is your position on firearms?


  Alex hesitated. She was not a fan of guns. She didn’t let Josie watch anything on television that showed violence. She knew what happened when you put a gun in the hand of a troubled kid, or an angry husband, or a battered wife—she’d defended those clients too many times to dismiss that kind of catalytic reaction.


  And yet.


  She was in New Hampshire, a conservative state, in front of a group of Republicans who were terrified she would turn out to be a left-wing loose cannon. She would be presiding over communities where hunting was not only revered but necessary.


  Alex took a sip of water. “Legally,” she said, “I am pro-firearms.”


  ***


  “It’s crazy,” Alex said as she stood in Lacy’s kitchen. “You go to these robe sites online, and the models are all linebackers with breasts. The public perception of a female judge is one that looks like Bea Arthur.” She leaned into the hallway and yelled up the stairs. “Josie! I’m counting to ten and then we’re leaving!”


  “Are there choices?”


  “Yeah, black... or black.” Alex folded her arms. “You can get cotton and polyester or just polyester. You can get bell sleeves or gathered sleeves. They’re all hideous. What I really want is something with a waist.”


  “Guess Vera Wang doesn’t do judicial,” Lacy said.


  “Not quite.” She stuck her head into the hallway again. “Josie! Now!”


  Lacy put down the dish towel she had been using to dry a pan and followed Alex into the hall. “Peter! Josie’s mother has to get home!” When there was no response from the children, Lacy headed upstairs. “They’re probably hiding.”


  Alex followed her into Peter’s bedroom, where Lacy threw open the closet doors and checked beneath the bed. From there, they checked the bathroom, Joey’s room, and the master bedroom. It wasn’t until they went downstairs again that they heard voices coming from the basement. “It’s heavy,” Josie said.


  Then Peter: “Here. Like this.”


  Alex wound down the wooden stairway. Lacy’s basement was a one-hundred-year-old root cellar with a dirt floor and cobwebs strung like Christmas decorations. She homed in on the whispers coming from a corner of the basement, and there, behind a stack of boxes and a shelf full of home-canned jelly, was Josie, holding a rifle.


  “Oh my God,” Alex breathed, and Josie swung around, pointing the barrel at her.


  Lacy grabbed the gun and pulled it away. “Where did you get this?” she demanded, and only then did Peter and Josie seem to realize that something was wrong.


  “Peter,” Josie said. “He had a key.”


  “A key?” Alex cried. “To what?”


  “The safe,” Lacy murmured. “He must have seen Lewis taking out a rifle when he went hunting last weekend.”


  “My daughter has been coming over to your house for how long now, and you’ve got guns lying around?”


  “They’re not lying around,” Lacy said. “They’re in a locked gun safe.”


  “Which your five-year-old can open!”


  “Lewis keeps the bullets—”


  “Where?” Alex demanded. “Or should I just ask Peter?”


  Lacy turned to Peter. “You know better. What on earth made you do this?”


  “I just wanted to show it to her, Mom. She asked.”


  Josie lifted a frightened face. “I did not.”


  Alex turned. “So now your son’s blaming Josie—”


  “Or your daughter’s lying,” Lacy countered.


  They stared at each other, two friends who had separated along the fault lines of their children. Alex’s face was flushed. What if, she kept thinking. What if they’d been five minutes later? What if Josie had been hurt, killed? On the edges of this thought, another one ignited—the answers she’d given the Executive Council weeks before. Who has the right to judge someone else?


  No one, she had said.


  And yet, here she was doing it.


  I am pro-firearms, she had told them.


  Did that make her a hypocrite? Or was she only being a good mother?


  Alex watched Lacy kneel beside her son and that was all it took to trip the switch: Josie’s steadfast loyalty to Peter suddenly seemed to only be a weight dragging her down. Maybe it was best for Josie if she started making other friends. Friends who did not get her called to the principal’s office and who placed rifles in her hand.


  Alex anchored Josie to her side. “I think we ought to leave.”


  “Yes,” Lacy agreed, her voice cool. “I think that would be best.”


  ***


  They were in the frozen-food aisle when Josie began her tantrum. “I don’t like peas,” she whined.


  “You don’t have to eat them.” Alex opened up the freezer door, letting the cold air kiss her cheek as she reached for the Green Giant vegetables.


  “I want Oreos.”


  “You’re not getting Oreos. You already had animal crackers.” Josie had been contentious for a week now, ever since the fiasco at Lacy’s house. Alex knew she couldn’t keep Josie from being with Peter at school during the day, but that didn’t mean she had to cultivate the relationship by allowing Josie to invite him over to play afterward.


  Alex hauled a vat of Poland Spring water into her cart, then a bottle of wine. On second thought, she reached for another. “Do you want chicken or hamburger for dinner?”


  “I want tofurkey.”


  Alex started laughing. “Where did you hear about tofurkey?”


  “Lacy made it for us for lunch. They’re like hot dogs but they’re better for you.”


  Alex stepped forward as her number was called at the meat counter. “Can I have a half pound of boneless chicken breasts?”


  “How come you get what you want, but I never get what I want?” Josie accused.


  “Believe me, you’re not as deprived a child as you’d like to think you are.”


  “I want an apple,” Josie announced.


  Alex sighed. “Can we just please get through the grocery store without you saying I want again?”


  Before Alex realized what her daughter was doing, Josie kicked out from the seat of the shopping cart, catching Alex hard in the middle. “I hate you!” Josie screamed. “You’re the worst mom in the whole world!”


  Alex was uncomfortably aware of the other shoppers looking at her—the old woman feeling melons, the grocery employee with his fists full of fresh broccoli. Why did kids always fall apart in venues where you would be duly measured for your actions? “Josie,” she said, smiling through her teeth, “calm down.”


  “I wish you were like Peter’s mother! I wish I could just go live with them.”


  Alex grasped her shoulders, hard enough to make Josie burst into tears. “You listen to me,” she said in a heated undertone, and then she caught a distant whisper, and the word judge.


  There had been an article in the local paper about her recent appointment to the district court; it ran with a photo. Alex had felt the spark of recognition when she passed people in the baking aisle and the cereal aisle: Oh, that’s her. But right now, she also felt the checks and balances of their stares as they watched her with Josie, waiting for her to act—well—judiciously.


  She relaxed her grasp. “I know you’re tired,” Alex said, loud enough for the rest of the entire store to hear. “I know you want to go home. But you have to behave when we’re out in public.”


  Josie blinked through her tears, listening to the Voice of Reason and wondering what this alien creature had done with her real mother, who would have yelled right back at her and told her to cut it out.


  A judge, Alex suddenly realized, doesn’t get to be a judge only on the bench. She’s still a judge when she goes out to a restaurant or dances at a party or wants to throttle her child in the middle of the produce aisle. Alex had been given a mantle to wear, without realizing that there was a catch: she would never be allowed to take it off.


  If you spent your life concentrating on what everyone else thought of you, would you forget who you really were? What if the face you showed the world turned out to be a mask... with nothing beneath it?


  Alex pushed the cart toward the checkout lines. By now, her raging child had turned into a contrite little girl again. She listened to Josie’s diminishing hiccups. “There,” she said, to comfort herself as much as her daughter. “Isn’t that better?”


  ***


  Alex’s first day on the bench was spent in Keene. No one but her clerk would know officially that it was her first day—attorneys had heard she was new, but weren’t sure when she quite started—and yet, she was terrified. She changed her outfit three times, even though no one would see it underneath her robe. She threw up twice before she left for the courthouse.


  She knew how to get to chambers—after all, she’d tried cases here on the other side of the bench a hundred times. The clerk was a thin man named Ishmael who remembered Alex from their previous meetings and hadn’t particularly liked her—she’d cracked up after he introduced himself (“Call me Ishmael”). Today, however, he practically fell at her high-heeled feet. “Welcome, Your Honor,” he said. “Here’s your docket. I’ll take you to your chambers, and we’ll send a court officer in to get you when we’re ready. Is there anything else I can do for you?”


  “No,” Alex said. “I’m all set.”


  He left her in chambers, which were freezing cold. She adjusted the thermostat and pulled her robe out of her briefcase to dress. There was an adjoining bathroom; Alex stepped inside to scrutinize herself. She looked fair. Commanding.


  And maybe a little like a choirgirl.


  She sat down at the desk and immediately thought of her father. Look at me, Daddy, she thought, although by now he was in a place where he couldn’t hear her. She could remember dozens of cases he’d tried; he’d come home and tell her about them over dinner. What she couldn’t remember were the moments when he wasn’t a judge and was just her father.


  Alex scanned the files she needed for that morning’s run of arraignments. Then she looked at her watch. She still had forty-five minutes before court went into session; it was her own damn fault for being so nervous that she’d gotten here too early. She stood up, stretched. She could do cartwheels in this room, it was that big.


  But she wouldn’t, because judges didn’t do that.


  Tentatively, she opened the door to the hall, and immediately Ishmael materialized. “Your Honor? What can I do for you?”


  “Coffee,” Alex said. “That would be nice.”


  Ishmael jumped on this request so fast that Alex realized if she asked him to go out and buy a gift for Josie’s birthday, he would have it wrapped and on her desk by noon. She followed him into the lounge, one shared by attorneys and other judges, and walked toward the coffeemaker. Immediately, a young attorney fell back. “You go right ahead, Your Honor,” she said, giving up her place in line.


  Alex reached for a paper cup. She’d have to remember to bring a mug to leave in chambers. Then again, since her position was a rotating one that would take her through Laconia, Concord, Keene, Nashua, Rochester, Milford, Jaffrey, Peterborough, Grafton, and Coos, depending on what day of the week it was, she’d have to find a lot of coffee mugs. She pushed down on the thermal coffee dispenser, only to have it whistle and hiss—empty. Without even thinking about it, she reached for a filter to make a fresh pot.


  “Your Honor, you don’t have to do that,” the attorney said, clearly embarrassed on Alex’s behalf. She took the filter out of her hand and started to make the coffee.


  Alex stared at the lawyer. She wondered if anyone would ever call her Alex again, or if she should just have her name officially changed to Your Honor. She wondered if anyone would have the guts to tell her if she had toilet paper hanging off her shoe as she walked down the hall, or if she had spinach in her teeth. It was a strange feeling to be scrutinized so carefully and to know all the same that no one would ever dare to tell her to her face that something was wrong.


  The lawyer brought her the maiden cup of fresh coffee. “I wasn’t sure how you liked it, Your Honor,” she said, offering sugar and creamer cups.


  “This is fine,” Alex said, but as she reached for the cup, her bell sleeve caught the edge of the Styrofoam, and the coffee spilled.


  Smooth, Alex, she thought.


  “Oh, gosh,” the lawyer said. “I’m sorry!”


  Why are you sorry, Alex wondered, when it was my fault? The girl was already setting out napkins to clean up the mess, so Alex stripped off her gown to clean it. For one giddy moment she thought about not stopping there—disrobing completely, down to her bra and panties, and parading through the courthouse like the Emperor in the fairy tale. Isn’t my gown beautiful? she’d say, and she would listen to everyone answer: Oh, yes, Your Honor.


  She rinsed the sleeve off in the sink and wrung it dry. Then, still carrying her robe, she started back to chambers. But the thought of sitting there for another half hour, alone, was too depressing, so instead Alex began to wander the halls of the Keene courthouse. She took turns she’d never taken before and wound up at a basement door that led to a loading zone.


  Outside, she found a woman dressed in the green jumpsuit of a groundskeeper, smoking a cigarette. The air was full of winter, and frost glittered on the asphalt like broken glass. Alex wrapped her arms around herself—it was quite possibly even colder out here than in chambers—and nodded at the stranger. “Hi,” she said.


  “Hey.” The woman exhaled a stream of smoke. “I haven’t seen you around here before. What’s your name?”


  “Alex.”


  “I’m Liz. I’m the whole property maintenance department.” She grinned. “So where do you work in the courthouse?”


  Alex fumbled in her pocket for a box of Tic Tacs—not that she wanted or needed a mint, but because she wanted to buy some time before this conversation came to a screeching halt. “Um,” she said, “I’m the judge.”


  Immediately, Liz’s face fell, and she stepped back, uncomfortable.


  “You know, I hate telling you that, because it was so nice the way you just struck up a conversation with me. No one else around here will do that and it’s... well, it’s a little lonely.” Alex hesitated. “Could you maybe forget that I’m the judge?”


  Liz ground out the cigarette beneath her boot. “Depends.”


  Alex nodded. She turned the small plastic box of mints over in her palm; they rattled like music. “You want a Tic Tac?”


  After a moment, Liz held out her hand. “Sure, Alex,” she said, and she smiled.


  ***


  Peter had taken to wandering his own home like a ghost. He was grounded, which had something to do with the fact that Josie didn’t come over anymore, even though they used to see each other after school three or four times a week. Joey didn’t want to play with him—he was always off at soccer practice or playing a computer game where you had to drive really fast around a racetrack that was bent like a paper clip—which meant that Peter, officially, had nothing to do.


  One evening after dinner, he heard rustling in the basement. He hadn’t been down there since his mother had found him with Josie and the gun, but now he was drawn like a moth to the light over his father’s workbench. His father sat on a stool in front of it, holding the very gun that had gotten Peter into so much trouble.


  “Aren’t you supposed to be getting ready for bed?” his father asked.


  “I’m not tired.” He watched his father’s hands run down the swan neck of the rifle.


  “Pretty, isn’t it? It’s a Remington 721. A thirty-ought-six.” Peter’s father turned to him. “Want to help me clean it?”


  Peter instinctively glanced toward the stairs, where his mother was washing dishes from dinner.


  “The way I figure it, Peter, if you’re so interested in guns, you need to learn how to respect them. Better safe than sorry, right? Even your mom can’t argue with that.” He cradled the gun in his lap. “A gun is a very, very dangerous thing, but what makes it so dangerous is that most people don’t really understand how it works. And once you do, it’s just a tool, like a hammer or a screwdriver, and it doesn’t do anything unless you know how to pick it up and use it correctly. You understand?”


  Peter didn’t, but he wasn’t about to tell his father. He was about to learn how to use a real rifle! None of those idiot kids in his class, the ones who were such jerks, could say that.


  “First thing we have to do is open the bolt, like this, to make sure there aren’t any bullets in it. Look in the magazine, right down there. See any?” Peter shook his head. “Now check again. You can never check too many times. Now, there’s a little button under the receiver—just in front of the trigger guard—push that and you can remove the bolt completely.”


  Peter watched his father take off the big silver ratchet that attached the butt of the rifle to the barrel, just like that. He reached onto his workbench for a bottle of solvent—Hoppes #9, Peter read—and spilled a little bit on a rag. “There’s nothing like hunting, Peter,” his father said. “To be out in the woods when the rest of the world is still sleeping... to see that deer raise its head and stare right at you...” He held the rag away from him—the smell made Peter’s head swim—and started to rub the bolt with it. “Here,” Peter’s father said. “Why don’t you do this?”


  Peter’s jaw dropped—he was being told to hold the rifle, after what had happened with Josie? Maybe it was because his father was here to supervise, or maybe this was a trick and he was going to get punished for wanting to hold it again. Tentative, he reached for it—surprised, as he had been before, at how incredibly heavy it was. On Joey’s computer game, Big Buck Hunter, the characters swung their rifles around as if they were feather-light.


  It wasn’t a trick. His father wanted him to help, for real. Peter watched him reach for another tin—gun oil—and dribble some onto a clean rag. “We wipe down the bolt and put a drop on the firing pin.... You want to know how a gun works, Peter? Come over here.” He pointed out the firing pin, a teensy circle inside the circle of the bolt. “Inside the bolt, where you can’t see it, there’s a big spring. When you pull the trigger, it releases the spring, which hits this firing pin and pushes it out just the tiniest bit—” He held his thumb and forefinger apart just a fraction of an inch, for illustration. “That firing pin hits the center of a brass bullet... and dents a little silver button called the primer. The dent sets off the charge, which is gunpowder inside the brass casing. You’ve seen a bullet—how it gets thinner and thinner at the end? That skinny part holds the actual bullet, and when the gunpowder goes off, it creates pressure behind the bullet and pushes it from behind.”


  Peter’s father took the bolt out of his hands, wiped it with oil, and set it aside. “Now look into the barrel.” He pointed the gun as if he were going to shoot at a lightbulb on the ceiling. “What do you see?”


  Peter peeked into the open barrel from behind. “It’s like the noodles Mom makes for lunch.”


  “Yeah, I guess it is. Rotini? Is that what they’re called? The twists in the barrel are like a screw. As the bullet gets pushed out, these grooves make the bullet turn. Kind of like when you throw a football and put some spin on it.”


  Peter had tried to do that in the backyard with his father and Joey, but his hand was too small or the football was too big and when he tried to make a pass, mostly it just crashed at his own feet.


  “If the bullet comes out spinning, it can fly straight without wobbling.” His father began to fiddle with a long rod that had a loop of wire on the end. Sticking a patch into the loop, he dipped it in solvent. “The gunpowder leaves gunk inside the barrel, though,” he said. “And that’s what we have to clean off.”


  Peter watched his father jam the rod into the barrel, up and down, like he was churning butter. He put on a clean patch and ran it through the barrel again, and then another, until they didn’t come out streaked black anymore. “When I was your age, my father showed me how to do this, too.” He threw the patch out in the trash. “One day, you and I will go hunting.”


  Peter couldn’t contain himself at the very thought of this. He—who couldn’t throw a football or dribble a soccer ball or even swim very well—was going to go hunting with his father? He loved the thought of leaving Joey at home. He wondered how long he’d have to wait for this outing—how it would feel to be doing something with his father that was just theirs.


  “Ah,” his father said. “Now, look down the barrel again.”


  Peter grabbed the gun backward, looking down through the muzzle, the barrel of the gun pressed up against his face near his eye. “Jesus, Peter!” his father said, taking it out of his hands. “Not like that! You’ve got it backward!” He turned the gun so that the barrel was facing away from Peter. “Even though the bolt’s way over there—and it’s safe—you don’t ever look down the muzzle of a rifle. You don’t point a gun at something you don’t want to kill.”


  Peter squinted, looking into the barrel the right way. It was blinding, silver, shiny. Perfect.


  His father rubbed down the outside of the barrel with oil. “Now, pull the trigger.”


  Peter stared at him. Even he knew you didn’t do that.


  “It’s safe,” his father repeated. “It’s what we need to do to reassemble the gun.”


  Peter hesitantly curled his finger around the half-moon of metal and pulled. It released a catch so that the bolt his father was holding slid into place.


  He watched his father take the rifle back to the gun cabinet. “People who get upset about guns don’t know them,” his father said. “If you know them, you can handle them safely.”


  Peter watched his father lock up the gun case. He understood what his father was trying to say: The mystery of the rifle—the very thing that had sparked him to steal the key to the cabinet from his father’s underwear drawer and show Josie—was no longer quite as compelling. Now that he’d seen it taken apart and put back together, he saw the firearm for what it was: a collection of fitted metal, the sum of its parts.


  A gun was nothing, really, without a person behind it.


  Whether or not you believe in Fate comes down to one thing: who you blame when something goes wrong. Do you think it’s your fault—that if you’d tried better, or worked harder, it wouldn’t have happened? Or do you just chalk it up to circumstance?


  I know people who’ll hear about the people who died, and will say it was God’s will. I know people who’ll say it was bad luck. And then there’s my personal favorite: They were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.


  Then again, you could say the same thing about me, couldn’t you?


  The Day After


  For Peter’s sixth Christmas, he’d been given a fish. It was one of those Japanese fighting fish, a beta with a shredded tissue-thin tail that trailed like the gown of a movie star. Peter named it Wolverine and spent hours staring at its moonbeam scales, its sequin eye. But after a few days, he started to imagine what it would be like to have only a bowl to explore. He wondered if the fish hovered over the tendril of plastic plant each time it passed because there was something new and amazing he’d discovered about its shape and size, or because it was a way to count another lap.


  Peter started waking up in the middle of the night to see if his fish ever slept, but no matter what time it was, Wolverine was swimming. He thought about what the fish saw: a magnified eyeball, rising like a sun through the thick glass bowl. He’d listen to Pastor Ron at church, talking about God seeing everything, and he wondered if that was what he was to Wolverine.


  As he sat in a cell at the Grafton County jail, Peter tried to remember what had happened to his fish. It died, he supposed. He’d probably watched it to death.


  He stared up at the camera in the corner of the cell, which blinked at him impassively. They—whoever they were—wanted to make sure he didn’t kill himself before he was publicly crucified. To this end, his cell didn’t have a cot or a pillow or even a mat—just a hard bench, and that stupid camera.


  Then again, maybe this was a good thing. As far as he could tell, he was alone in this little pod of single cells. He’d been terrified when the sheriff’s car pulled up in front of the jail. He’d watched all the TV shows; he knew what happened in places like this. The whole time he was being processed, Peter had kept his mouth shut—not because he was so tough, but because he was afraid that if he opened it he would start to cry, and not remember how to stop.


  There was the swordfight sound of metal being drawn across metal, and then footsteps. Peter stayed where he was, his hands locked between his knees, his shoulders hunched. He didn’t want to look too eager; he didn’t want to look pathetic. Invisibility, actually, was something he was pretty good at. He’d perfected it over the past twelve years.


  A correctional officer stopped in front of his cell. “You’ve got a visitor,” he said, and he opened the door.


  Peter got up slowly. He looked up at the camera, and then followed the officer down a pitted gray hallway.


  How hard would it be to get out of this jail? What if, like in all the video games, he could do some fancy kung fu move and deck this guard, and another, and another, until he was able to race out the door and suck in the air whose taste he’d already started to forget?


  What if he had to stay here forever?


  That was when he remembered what had happened to his fish. In a sweeping moment of animal rights and humanity, Peter had taken Wolverine and flushed him down the toilet. He figured that the plumbing emptied out into some big ocean, like the one his family had gone to last summer on a beach vacation, and that maybe Wolverine could find his way back to Japan and his other beta relatives. It was after Peter confided in his brother that Joey told him about sewers, and that instead of giving his pet freedom, Peter had killed it.


  The officer stopped in front of a room whose door read PRIVATE CONFERENCE. He couldn’t imagine who would visit him, except for his parents, and he didn’t want to see them yet. They would ask him questions he couldn’t answer—about how you could tuck a son into bed, and not recognize him the next morning. Maybe it would be easier to just go back to the camera in his cell, which stared but didn’t pass judgment.


  “Here you go,” the officer said, and he opened the door.


  Peter took a shuddering breath. He wondered what his fish had thought, expecting the cool blue of the sea, only to wind up swimming in shit.


  ***


  Jordan walked into the Grafton County Jail and stopped at the check-in point. He had to sign in before he went to visit Peter Houghton and get a visitor’s badge from the correctional officer on the other side of the Plexiglas divider. Jordan reached for the clipboard and scrawled his name, then pushed it through the tiny slot at the bottom of the plastic wall—but there was no one there to receive it. The two COs inside were huddled around a small black-and-white TV that was tuned, like every other television on the planet, to a news report about the shooting.


  “Excuse me,” Jordan said, but neither man turned.


  “When the shooting began,” the reporter was saying, “Ed McCabe peered out the door of his ninth-grade math classroom, putting himself between the gunman and his students.”


  The screen cut to a sobbing woman, identified in white block letters below her face as JOAN MCCABE, SISTER OF VICTIM. “He cared about his kids,” she wept. “He cared about them the whole seven years he’d taught at Sterling, and he cared about them during the last minute of his life.”


  Jordan shifted his weight. “Hello?”


  “Just a second, buddy,” one correctional officer said, waving an absent hand in his direction.


  The reporter appeared again on the grainy screen, his hair blowing upward like a boat’s sail in the light wind, the monotone brick of the school a wall behind him. “Fellow teachers remember Ed McCabe as a committed teacher who was always willing to go the extra mile to help a student, and as an avid outdoorsman who talked often in the faculty room about his dreams to hike through Alaska. A dream,” the reporter said gravely, “that will never come to pass.”


  Jordan took the clipboard and shoved it through the slot in the Plexiglas, so that it clattered on the floor. Both correctional officers turned at once.


  “I’m here to see my client,” he said.


  ***


  Lewis Houghton had never missed a lecture in the nineteen years he’d been a professor at Sterling College, until today. When Lacy had called he’d left in such a hurry that he hadn’t even thought to put a sign on the lecture hall’s door. He imagined students waiting for him to appear, waiting to take notes on the very words that came out of his mouth, as if the things he had to say were still beyond reproach.


  What word, what platitude, what comment of his had led Peter to this?


  What word, what platitude, what comment might have stopped him?


  He and Lacy were sitting in their backyard, waiting for the police to leave the house. Well, they had left—or at least one of them—to broaden the search warrant, most likely. Lewis and Lacy had not been allowed into their own home for the duration of the search. For a while, they’d stood in the driveway, occasionally watching officers carry out bags and boxes full of things Lewis would have expected—computers, books from Peter’s room—and things he hadn’t—a tennis racket, a jumbo box of waterproof matches.


  “What do we do?” Lacy murmured.


  He shook his head, numb. For one of his journal articles on the value of happiness, he’d interviewed elderly folks who were suicidal. What’s left for us? they’d said, and at the time, Lewis had not been able to understand that utter lack of hope. At the time, he couldn’t imagine the world going so sour that you couldn’t see the way to set it to rights.


  “There’s nothing we can do,” Lewis replied, and he meant it. He watched an officer walk out holding a stack of Peter’s old comic books.


  When he’d first come home to find Lacy pacing the driveway, she’d flung herself into his arms. “Why,” she had sobbed. “Why?”


  There were a thousand questions in that one, but Lewis couldn’t answer any of them. He’d held on to his wife as if she were driftwood in the middle of this flood, and then he had noticed the eyes of a neighbor across the street, peeking from a drawn curtain.


  That’s when they had moved to the backyard. They sat on the porch swing, surrounded by a thicket of bare branches and melting snow. Lewis sat perfectly still, his fingers and lips numb from cold, from shock.


  “Do you think,” Lacy whispered, “it’s our fault?”


  He stared at her, amazed at her bravery: she’d put into words what he hadn’t allowed himself to even think. But what else was left to say between them? The shootings had happened; their son was involved. You couldn’t argue the facts; you could only change the lens through which you looked at them.


  Lewis bent his head. “I don’t know.” Where did you even begin to look at those statistics? Had it happened because Lacy had picked Peter up too much as a baby? Or because Lewis had pretended to laugh when Peter took a tumble, hoping that the toddler wouldn’t cry if he didn’t think there was anything to cry about? Should they have monitored more closely what he read, watched, listened to... or would smothering him have led to the same outcome? Or maybe it was the combination of Lacy and Lewis together. If a couple’s children counted as a track record, then they had failed miserably.


  Twice.


  Lacy stared down at the intricate brickwork between her shoes. Lewis remembered laying this patio; he’d leveled the sand and set the brick himself. Peter had wanted to help, but Lewis hadn’t let him. The bricks were too heavy. You could get hurt, he’d said.


  If Lewis had been less protective—if Peter had felt true pain, might he have been less likely to inflict it?


  “What was the name of Hitler’s mother?” Lacy asked.


  Lewis blinked at her. “What?”


  “Was she awful?”


  He put his arm around Lacy. “Don’t do this to yourself,” he murmured.


  She buried her face in his shoulder. “Everyone else will.”


  For just a moment, Lewis let himself believe that everyone was mistaken—that Peter couldn’t have been the shooter today. In a way, this was true—although there had been hundreds of witnesses, the boy they’d seen was not the same one Lewis had talked to last night before he went to bed. They’d had a conversation about Peter’s car.


  You know you have to get it inspected by the end of the month, Lewis had said.


  Yeah, Peter had replied. I already made an appointment.


  Had he been lying about that, too?


  “The lawyer—”


  “He said he’ll call us,” Lewis answered.


  “Did you tell him Peter’s allergic to shellfish? If they feed him any—”


  “I told him,” Lewis said, although he hadn’t. He pictured Peter, sitting alone in a cell at a jail he’d driven by every summer, en route to the Haverhill Fairgrounds. He thought of Peter, calling home on the second night of sleepaway camp, begging to be picked up. He thought of his son, who was still his son, even if he had done something so horrible that Lewis could not close his eyes without imagining the worst; and then his ribs felt too tight and he couldn’t draw in enough air.


  “Lewis?” Lacy said, pulling away as he gasped. “Are you all right?”


  He nodded, smiled, but he was choking on the truth.


  “Mr. Houghton?”


  They both glanced up to find a police officer standing in front of them.


  “Sir, could you come with me for a second?”


  Lacy stood up beside him, but he held her off with one hand. He didn’t know where this cop was taking him, what he was about to be shown. He didn’t want Lacy to see it if she didn’t have to.


  He followed the policeman into his own house, arrested for a moment by the white-gloved officers combing through his kitchen, his closet. As soon as they reached the basement door, he started to sweat. He knew where they were headed; it was something he had studiously avoided thinking about since he’d first gotten Lacy’s call.


  Another officer was standing in the basement, blocking Lewis’s view. It was ten degrees colder down here, and yet Lewis was sweating. He mopped his forehead with his sleeve. “These rifles,” the officer said. “They belong to you?”


  Lewis swallowed. “Yes. I hunt.”


  “Can you tell us, Mr. Houghton, if all your firearms are here?” The officer stepped aside to reveal the glass-fronted gun cabinet.


  Lewis felt his knees buckle. Three of his five hunting rifles were nestled inside the gun cabinet, like wallflowers at a dance. Two were missing.


  Until this moment, he had not allowed himself to believe this horrible thing about Peter. Until this moment, it had been a devastating accident.


  Now, Lewis started blaming himself.


  He faced the officer, looking the man in the eye without giving any of his feelings away. An expression, Lewis realized, he’d learned from his own son. “No,” he said. “They’re not.”


  ***


  The first unwritten rule of defense law was to act like you knew everything, when in fact you knew absolutely nothing at all. You were facing an unknown client who may or may not have had a chance in hell of acquittal; the trick, however, was to remain simultaneously impassive and impressive. You had to immediately set the parameters of the relationship: I am boss; you tell me only what I need to hear.


  Jordan had been in this situation a hundred times before—waiting, in a private conference room at this very jail, for his next meal ticket to arrive—and he truly believed he had seen it all, which is why he was stunned to find that Peter Houghton had the ability to surprise him. Given the magnitude of the shooting and the damage wrought, the terror on the faces Jordan had seen on the television screen—well, this skinny, freckled, four-eyed kid hardly seemed capable of such an act.


  This was his first thought. His second was: That’ll work to my advantage.


  “Peter,” he said. “I’m Jordan McAfee, and I’m a lawyer. I’ve been retained by your parents to represent you.”


  He waited for a response. “Have a seat,” he said, but the boy remained standing. “Or don’t,” Jordan added. He put on his business mask and looked up at Peter. “You’ll be arraigned tomorrow. You’re not going to get bail. We’ll have a chance to go over the charges in the morning, before you go into court.” He gave Peter a moment to digest this information. “From here on in, you’re not going through this alone. You’ve got me.”


  Was it Jordan’s imagination, or had something flashed in Peter’s eyes when he’d said those words? As quickly as it might have happened, it was gone; Peter stared down at the ground, expressionless.


  “Well,” Jordan said, getting to his feet. “Any questions?”


  As he expected, there wasn’t any response. Hell, for all of Peter’s involvement in this little discussion, Jordan might as well have been chatting up one of the less fortunate victims of the shooting.


  Maybe you are, he thought, and the voice in his head sounded too damn much like his wife’s.


  “All right, then. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He knocked on the door, summoning the correctional officer who would take Peter back to his cell, when suddenly the boy spoke.


  “How many did I get?”


  Jordan hesitated, his hand on the knob. He did not turn to face his client. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he repeated.


  ***


  Dr. Ervin Peabody lived across the river in Norwich, Vermont, and worked part-time at Sterling College’s psychology program. Six years ago he had been one of seven coauthors of a published paper about school violence—an academic exercise he barely remembered. And yet, he’d been called by the NBC affiliate out of Burlington—a morning news show he sometimes watched over a bowl of cereal for the sheer glee of seeing how often the inept newscasters screwed up. We’re looking for someone who can talk about the shooting from a psychological standpoint, the producer had said, and Ervin had replied, I’m your man.


  “Warning signals,” he said in response to the anchor’s question. “Well, these young men pull away from others. They tend to be loners. They talk about hurting themselves, or others. They can’t function in school, or are subjected to discipline there. They lack a connection with someone—anyone—who might make them feel important.”


  Ervin knew the network hadn’t come to him for his expertise—only for solace. The rest of Sterling—the rest of the world—wanted to know that kids like Peter Houghton were recognizable, as if the potential to turn into a murderer overnight were a visible birthmark. “So there’s a general profile of a school shooter,” the anchor prodded.


  Ervin Peabody looked into the camera. He knew the truth—that if you said these kids wore black or listened to odd music or were angry, you were discussing most of the male teenage population at some point during their adolescent years. He knew that if a deeply disturbed individual was intent on doing damage, he’d probably succeed. But he also knew that every eye in the Connecticut Valley was on him—maybe even in the whole Northeast—and that he was up for tenure at Sterling. A little prestige—a label of expert—couldn’t hurt. “You could make that argument,” he said.


  ***


  Lewis was the one who settled the Houghton household for the night. He’d start in the kitchen and load the dishwasher. He’d lock the front door and turn off the lights. Then he’d head upstairs, where Lacy was usually already in bed, reading—if not out assisting at a birth—and he’d stop in his son’s room. Tell him to shut off the computer and go to bed.


  Tonight he found himself standing in front of Peter’s room, looking at the mess wrought by the police during their search. He thought about righting the remaining books on the shelves, putting away the contents of the desk drawers that had been dumped onto the carpet. On second thought, he gently closed the door.


  Lacy was not in the bedroom, or brushing her teeth. He hesitated, an ear cocked. There was chatter—it sounded like a furtive conversation—coming from the room directly below him.


  He retraced his steps, drawing closer to the voices. Who would Lacy be talking to at nearly midnight?


  The screen of the television glowed green and unearthly in the dark study. Lewis had forgotten there even was a television in that room, it was so infrequently used. He saw the CNN logo and familiar ticker tape of breaking news along the bottom. A thought occurred to him: that ticker tape hadn’t existed until 9/11—until people were so scared that they needed to know, without any delay, the facts of the world they inhabited.


  Lacy was kneeling on the carpet, her face turned up to the anchor’s. “There is little word yet about how the man who was the shooter secured his weapons, or exactly what those weapons are...”


  “Lacy,” he said, swallowing. “Lacy, come to bed.”


  Lacy did not move, did not give any indication she’d heard him. Lewis passed her, trailing his hand over her shoulder as he went to shut off the television. “Preliminary reports are focusing on two pistols,” the anchor confided, just before his image disappeared.


  Lacy turned to him. Her eyes reminded him of the sky you see from airplanes: a boundless gray that could be anywhere, and nowhere, all at once. “They keep calling him a man,” she said, “but he’s only a boy.”


  “Lacy,” he repeated, and she stood and moved into his arms, as if this were her invitation to the dance.


  ***


  If you listen carefully in a hospital, you can hear the truth. Nurses whisper to one another over your still body when you are pretending to sleep; policemen trade secrets in the hallway; doctors enter your room with another patient’s condition on their lips.


  Josie had been making a mental list of the wounded. It seemed she could play six degrees of separation with any of the injured—when she had seen them last; when they had crossed her path; where they had been in proximity to her when they had been shot. There was Drew Girard, who’d grabbed Matt and Josie to tell them that Peter Houghton was shooting up the school. Emma, who’d been sitting three chairs away from Josie in the cafeteria. And Trey MacKenzie, a football player known for his house parties. John Eberhard, who had been eating Josie’s French fries that morning. Min Horuka, an exchange student from Tokyo who’d gotten drunk last year out on the ropes course behind the track and then peed into the open window of the principal’s car. Natalie Zlenko, who’d been in front of Josie in the cafeteria line. Coach Spears and Miss Ritolli, two former teachers of Josie’s. Brady Pryce and Haley Weaver, the golden senior couple.


  There were others that Josie knew only by name—Michael Beach, Steve Babourias, Natalie Phlug, Austin Prokiov, Alyssa Carr, Jared Weiner, Richard Hicks, Jada Knight, Zoe Patterson—strangers with whom, now, she’d be linked forever.


  It was harder to find out the names of the dead. They were whispered about even more quietly, as if their condition were contagious to the rest of the unfortunate souls just taking up space in the hospital beds. Josie had heard rumors: that Mr. McCabe had been killed, and Topher McPhee—the school pot dealer. To hoard crumbs of information, Josie tried to watch television, which was running twenty-four-hour Sterling High Shooting coverage, but inevitably her mother would come into the room and turn it off. All she had gleaned from her forbidden media forays was that there had been ten fatalities.


  Matt was one.


  Every time Josie thought about it, something happened to her body. She stopped breathing. All the words she knew congealed at the bottom of her throat, a boulder blocking the exit from a cave.


  Thanks to the sedatives, so much of this seemed unreal—as if she were walking on the spongy floor of a dream—but the moment she thought of Matt, it became authentic and raw.


  She would never kiss Matt again.


  She would never hear him laugh.


  She would never feel the print of his hand on her waist, or read a note he’d slipped through the furrows of her locker, or feel her heart beat into his hand when he unbuttoned her shirt.


  She was only remembering the half of it, that she knew—as if the shooting had not only split her life into before and after, but also robbed her of certain skills: the ability to last an hour without puddling into tears; the ability to see the color red without feeling queasy; the ability to form a skeleton of the truth from the bare bones of memory. To remember the rest of it, given what had happened, would be nearly obscene.


  So instead, Josie found herself veering drunkenly from the soft-focus moments with Matt to the macabre. She kept thinking of a line from Romeo and Juliet that had freaked her out when they’d studied the play in ninth grade: With worms that are thy chambermaids. Romeo had said it to Juliet’s looks-like-dead body in the Capulet crypt. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. But there were a whole bunch of steps in between that no one ever talked about, and when the nurses were gone in the middle of the night, Josie found herself wondering how long it took for flesh to peel from a skull; what happened to the jelly of eyes; whether Matt had already stopped looking like Matt. And then she’d wake up and find herself screaming, with a dozen doctors and nurses holding her down.


  If you gave someone your heart and they died, did they take it with them? Did you spend the rest of forever with a hole inside you that couldn’t be filled?


  The door to her room opened and her mother stepped inside. “So,” she said, with a fake smile so wide it divided her entire head like an equator. “You ready?”


  It was only 7:00 a.m., but Josie had already been discharged. She nodded at her mother. Josie sort of hated her right now. She was acting all concerned and worried, but it was too much too late, as if it had taken this shooting for her to wake up to the fact that she had absolutely no relationship with Josie. She kept telling Josie she was here if Josie needed to talk, which was ridiculous. Even if Josie wanted to—which she didn’t—her mother was the last person on earth she’d want to confide in. She wouldn’t understand—no one would, except for the other kids lying in different rooms in this hospital. This hadn’t been just some murder on the street somewhere, which would have been bad enough. This was the worst that could happen, in a place where Josie would have to return, whether she wanted to or not.


  Josie was wearing different clothes than the ones she’d been brought here with, which had mysteriously disappeared. No one was admitting to anything, but Josie assumed they were covered with Matt’s blood. In this, they had been right to throw them away: no matter how much bleach was used and how many washings were done, Josie knew she’d be able to see the stains.


  Her head still ached from where she’d struck the floor when she fainted. She’d cut her forehead and narrowly avoided needing stitches, although the doctors had wanted to watch her overnight. (For what? Josie had wondered. A stroke? A blood clot? Suicide?) When Josie stood up, her mother was at her side immediately, an arm anchored around her for support. It reminded Josie of the way that she and Matt sometimes walked down the street in the summer, their hands filed into the back pockets of each other’s jeans.


  “Oh, Josie,” her mother said, and that was how she realized she’d started to cry again. It happened so often, now, that Josie had lost the capacity to tell when it stopped and started. Her mother offered her a tissue. “You know what? You’ll start feeling better when you get home. I promise.”


  Well, duh. Josie couldn’t start feeling any worse.


  But she managed a grimace, which might have been a smile if you weren’t looking too closely, because she knew that’s what her mother needed right now. She walked the fifteen steps to the door of her hospital room.


  “You take care, sweetheart,” one of the nurses said as Josie passed their pod of desks.


  Another one—the one Josie had liked the best, who fed her ice chips—smiled. “Don’t come back and see us, you hear?”


  Josie moved slowly toward the elevator, which seemed to get farther and farther away each time she glanced up. As she passed by one of the patient rooms she noticed a familiar name on the clipboard outside: HALEY WEAVER.


  Haley was a senior, homecoming queen for the past two years. She and her boyfriend, Brady, were the Brangelina of Sterling High—roles Josie actually had believed she and Matt stood a good chance to inherit after Haley and Brady graduated. Even the wishful thinkers who pined after Brady for his smoky smile and sculpted body had to admit that there was a poetic justice to his dating Haley, the most beautiful girl in the school. With her waterfall of white-blond hair and her clear blue eyes, she had always reminded Josie of a magical fairy—the serene, heavenly creature that floats down to grant someone’s wishes.


  There were all sorts of stories that circulated about them: how Brady had given up football scholarships at colleges that didn’t have art programs for Haley; how Haley had gotten a tattoo of Brady’s initials in a place no one could see; how on their first date, he’d had rose petals spread on the passenger seat of his Honda. Josie, circulating in the same crowd as Haley, knew that most of this was bullshit. Haley herself had admitted, first, that it was a temporary tattoo, and second, that it wasn’t rose petals, but a bouquet of lilacs he’d stolen from a neighbor’s garden.


  “Josie?” Haley whispered now, from inside the room. “Is that you?”


  Josie felt her mother’s hand on her arm, restraining her. But then Haley’s parents, who were blocking a clear view of the bed, moved away.


  The right half of Haley’s face was swathed in bandages; her hair was shaved to the scalp above it. Her nose had been broken, and her one visible eye was completely bloodshot. Josie’s mother drew in her breath silently.


  She stepped inside and forced herself to smile.


  “Josie,” Haley said. “He killed them. Courtney and Maddie. And then he pointed the gun at me, but Brady stepped in front of it.” A tear streaked down the cheek that wasn’t bandaged. “You know how people are always saying they’d do that for you?”


  Josie started shaking. She wanted to ask Haley a hundred questions, but her teeth were chattering so hard that she couldn’t manage a single word. Haley grabbed on to her hand, and Josie startled. She wanted to pull away. She wanted to pretend she’d never seen Haley Weaver like this.


  “If I ask you something,” Haley said, “you’ll be honest, won’t you?”


  Josie nodded.


  “My face,” she whispered. “It’s ruined, isn’t it?”


  Josie looked Haley in the eye. “No,” she said. “It’s fine.”


  They both knew she wasn’t telling the truth.


  Josie said good-bye to Haley and her parents, grabbed on to her mother, and hurried even faster toward the elevators, even though every step felt like a thunderstorm behind her eyes. She suddenly remembered studying the brain in science class—how a steel rod had pierced a man’s skull, and he opened up his mouth to speak Portuguese, a language he’d never studied. Maybe it would be like this, now, for Josie. Maybe her native tongue, from here on in, would be a string of lies.


  ***


  By the time Patrick returned to Sterling High the next morning, the crimescene detectives had turned the halls of the school into an enormous spiderweb. Based on where the victims had been found, string was taped up—a burst of lines radiating from one spot where Peter Houghton had paused long enough to fire shots before moving on. The lines of string crossed each other at points: a grid of panic, a graph of chaos.


  He stood for a moment in the center of the commotion, watching the techs weave the string across the hallways and between banks of lockers and into doorways. He imagined what it would have been like to start running at the sound of the gunshots, to feel people pushing behind you like a tide, to know that you couldn’t move faster than a speeding bullet. To realize too late you were trapped, a spider’s prey.


  Patrick picked his way through the web, careful not to disturb the work of the techs. He would use what they did to corroborate the stories of the witnesses. All 1,026 of them.


  ***


  The breakfast broadcast of the three local network news stations was devoted to that morning’s arraignment of Peter Houghton. Alex stood in front of the television in her bedroom, nursing her cup of coffee and staring at the backdrop behind the eager reporters: her former workplace, the district courthouse.


  She’d settled Josie in her bedroom to sleep the dark, dreamless sleep of the sedated. To be perfectly honest, Alex needed this time alone, too. Who would have guessed that a woman who’d become a master at putting on a public face would find it so emotionally exhausting to hold herself together in front of her daughter?


  She wanted to sit down and get drunk. She wanted to weep, her head buried in her hands, at her good fortune: her daughter was two doors away from her. Later, they would have breakfast together. How many parents in this town were waking up to realize this would never be true again?


  Alex shut off the television. She didn’t want to compromise her objectivity as the future judge on this case by listening to what the media had to say.


  She knew there would be critics—people who said that because her daughter went to Sterling High School, Alex should be removed from the case. If Josie had been shot, she would have quickly agreed. If Josie had even still been friendly with Peter Houghton, Alex would have recused herself. But as it stood, Alex’s judgment was compromised no more than that of any other justice who lived in the area, or who knew a child who attended the school, or who was the parent of a teenager. It happened all the time to North Country justices: someone you knew would inevitably wind up in your courtroom. When Alex was rotating as a district court judge, she’d faced defendants she’d known on a personal level: her mailman caught with pot in his car; a domestic disturbance between her mechanic and his wife. As long as the dispute didn’t involve Alex personally, it was perfectly legal—in fact, mandatory—for her to try the case. In those scenarios, you simply took yourself out of the equation. You became the judge and nothing more. The shooting, as Alex saw it, was the same set of circumstances, ratcheted up a notch. In fact, she’d argue that in a case with the massive media coverage this one had, it would take someone with a defense background—like Alex’s—to truly be impartial to the shooter. And the more she thought about it, the more firmly convinced Alex became that justice couldn’t be done without her involvement, the more ludicrous it seemed to suggest she was not the best judge for the job.


  She took another sip of her coffee and tiptoed from her bedroom to Josie’s. But the door stood wide open, and her daughter was not inside.


  “Josie?” Alex called, panicking. “Josie, are you all right?”


  “Down here,” Josie said, and Alex felt the knot inside her unravel again. She walked downstairs to find Josie sitting at the kitchen table.


  She was dressed in a skirt and tights and a black sweater. Her hair was still damp from a shower, and she had tried to cover the bandage on her forehead with a swath of bangs. She looked up at Alex. “Do I look all right?”


  “For what?” Alex asked, dumbfounded. She couldn’t be expecting to go to school, could she? The doctors had told Alex that Josie might never remember the shooting, but could she erase the fact that it had ever happened from her mind, too?


  “The arraignment,” Josie said.


  “Sweetheart, there is no way you’re going near that courthouse today.”


  “I have to.”


  “You’re not going,” Alex said flatly.


  Josie looked as if she were unraveling at the seams. “Why not?”


  Alex opened her mouth to answer, but couldn’t. This wasn’t logic; it was gut instinct: she didn’t want her daughter to relive this experience. “Because I said so,” she finally replied.


  “That’s not an answer,” Josie accused.


  “I know what the media will do if they see you at the courthouse today,” Alex said. “I know that nothing’s going to happen at that arraignment that’s going to be a surprise to anyone. And I know that I don’t want to let you out of my sight right now.”


  “Then come with me.”


  Alex shook her head. “I can’t, Josie,” she said softly. “This is going to be my case.” She watched Josie pale, and realized that until that moment, Josie hadn’t considered this. The trial, by default, would put an even thicker wall between them. As a judge, there would be information she couldn’t share with her daughter, confidences she couldn’t keep. While Josie was struggling to move past this tragedy, Alex would be knee-deep in it. Why had she put so much thought into judging this case, and so little into how it would affect her own daughter? Josie didn’t give a damn if her mother was a fair judge right now. She only wanted—needed—a mother, and motherhood, unlike the law, was something that had never come easily to Alex.


  Out of the blue, she thought of Lacy Houghton—a mother who was in a whole different level of hell right now—who would have simply taken Josie’s hand and sat with her and somehow made it seem sympathetic, instead of contrived. But Alex, who had never been the June Cleaver type, had to reach back years to find some moment of connection, something she and Josie had done once before that might work again now to hold them together. “Why don’t you go upstairs and change, and we’ll make pancakes. You used to like that.”


  “Yeah, when I was five...”


  “Chocolate chip cookies, then.”


  Josie blinked at Alex. “Are you on crack?”


  Alex sounded ridiculous even to herself, but she was desperate to show Josie that she could and would take care of her, and that her job came second. She stood up, opening cabinets until she found a Scrabble game. “Well, then, how about this?” Alex said, holding out the box. “I bet you can’t beat me.”


  Josie pushed past her. “You win,” she said woodenly, and then she walked away.


  ***


  The student who was being interviewed by the CBS affiliate out of Nashua remembered Peter Houghton from a ninth-grade English class. “We had to write a story with a first-person narrator, and we could pick anyone,” the boy said. “Peter did the voice of John Hinckley. From the things he said, you think he’s looking out from hell, but then at the end you find out it’s heaven. It freaked out our teacher. She had the principal look at the paper and everything.” The boy hesitated, scratching his thumb along the seam of his jeans. “Peter told them it was poetic license, and an unreliable narrator—which we’d been studying, also.” He glanced up at the camera. “I think he got an A.”


  ***


  At the traffic light, Patrick fell asleep. He dreamed that he was running through the halls of the school, hearing gunshots, but every time he turned a corner he found himself hovering in midair—the floor having vanished beneath his feet.


  At a honk, he snapped alert.


  He waved in apology to the car that pulled up alongside him to pass and drove to the state crime lab, where the ballistics tests had been given priority. Like Patrick, these techs had been working around the clock.


  His favorite—and most trusted—technician was a woman named Selma Abernathy, a grandmother of four who knew more about cutting-edge technology than any technogeek. She looked up when Patrick came into the lab and raised a brow. “You’ve been napping,” she accused.


  Patrick shook his head. “Scout’s honor.”


  “You look too good for someone who’s exhausted.”


  He grinned. “Selma, you’ve really got to get over your crush on me.”


  She pushed her glasses up on her nose. “Honey, I’m smart enough to fall for someone who doesn’t make my life a pain in the ass. You want your results?”


  Patrick followed her over to a table, on which were four guns: two pistols and two sawed-off shotguns. They were tagged: Gun A, Gun B—the two pistols; Gun C and Gun D—the shotguns. He recognized the pistols—they were the ones found in the locker room—one held by Peter Houghton, the other one a short distance away on the tile floor. “First I tested for latent prints,” Selma said, and she showed the results to Patrick. “Gun A had a print that matches your suspect. Guns C and D were clean. Gun B had a partial print on it that was inconclusive.”


  Selma nodded to the rear of the laboratory, where enormous barrels of water were used for test-firing the guns. She would have test-fired each weapon into the water, Patrick knew. When a bullet was fired, it spun through the barrel of a gun, which caused striations on the metal. As a result, you could tell, by looking at a bullet, exactly which gun it had been fired from. This would help Patrick piece together Peter Houghton’s rampage: where he’d stopped to shoot, which weapon he’d used.


  “Gun A was the one primarily used during the shooting, Guns C and D were left in the backpack retrieved at the crime scene. Which is actually a good thing, because they most likely would have done more damage. All of the bullets retrieved from the bodies of victims were fired from Gun A, the first pistol.”


  Patrick wondered where Peter Houghton had gotten his armory. And at the same time, he realized that it wasn’t hard in Sterling to find someone who hunted or went target shooting at the site of an old dump in the woods.


  “I know, from the gunpowder residue, that Gun B was fired. However, there hasn’t been a bullet recovered yet that confirms this.”


  “They’re still processing—”


  “Let me finish,” Selma said. “The other interesting thing about Gun B is that it jammed after that one discharge. When we examined it we found a double-feed of a bullet.”


  Patrick crossed his arms. “There’s no print on the weapon?” he clarified.


  “There’s an inconclusive print on the trigger... probably smudged when your suspect dropped it, but I can’t say that for certain.”


  Patrick nodded and pointed to Gun A. “This is the one he dropped, when I drew down on him in the locker room. So, presumably, it’s the last one he fired.”


  Selma lifted a bullet with a pair of tweezers. “You’re probably right. This was retrieved from Matthew Royston’s brain,” she said. “And the striations are consistent with a discharge from Gun A.”


  The boy in the locker room, the one who’d been found with Josie Cormier.


  The only victim who’d been shot twice.


  “What about the bullet in the kid’s stomach?” Patrick asked.


  Selma shook her head. “Went through clean. It could have been fired from either Gun A or Gun B, but we won’t know until you bring me a slug.”


  Patrick stared at the weapons. “He’d used Gun A all over the rest of the school. I can’t imagine what made him switch to the other pistol.”


  Selma glanced up at him; he noticed for the first time the dark circles under her eyes, the toll this overnight emergency had taken. “I can’t imagine what made him use either of them in the first place.”


  ***


  Meredith Vieira stared gravely into the camera, having perfected the demeanor for a national tragedy. “Details continue to accumulate in the case of the Sterling shootings,” she said. “For more, we go to Ann Curry at the news desk. Ann?”


  The news anchor nodded. “Overnight, investigators have learned that four weapons were brought into Sterling High School, although only two were actually used by the shooter. In addition, there is evidence that Peter Houghton, the suspect in the shootings, was an ardent fan of a hard-core punk band called Death Wish, often posting on fan websites and downloading lyrics onto his personal computer. Lyrics that, in retrospect, have some people wondering what kids should and should not be listening to.”


  The green screen behind her shoulder filled with text:


  Black snow falling


  Stone corpse walking


  Bastards laughing


  Gonna blow them all away, on my Judgment Day.


  Bastards don’t see


  The bloody beast in me


  The reaper rides for free


  Gonna blow them all away, on my Judgment Day.


  “The Death Wish song ‘Judgment Day’ includes a frightening foreshadowing of an event that became all too real in Sterling, New Hampshire, yesterday morning,” Curry said. “Raven Napalm, lead singer for Death Wish, held a press conference late last night.”


  The footage cut to a man with a black Mohawk, gold eye shadow, and five pierced hoops through his lower lip, standing in front of a group of microphones. “We live in a country where American kids are dying because we’re sending them overseas to kill people for oil. But when one sad, distraught child who doesn’t see the beauty in life goes and wrongly acts on his rage by shooting up a school, people start pointing a finger at heavy metal music. The problem isn’t with rock lyrics, it’s with the fabric of this society itself.”


  Ann Curry’s face filled the screen again. “We’ll have more on the continuing coverage of the tragedy in Sterling as it unfolds. In national news, the Senate defeated the gun control bill last Wednesday, but Senator Roman Nelson suggests that it’s not the last we’ve seen of that fight. He joins us today from South Dakota. Senator?”


  ***


  Peter didn’t think he’d slept at all last night, but all the same, he didn’t hear the correctional officer coming toward his cell. He startled at the sound of the metal door scraping open.


  “Here,” the man said, and he tossed something at Peter. “Put it on.”


  He knew that he was going to court today; Jordan McAfee had told him so. He assumed that this was a suit or something. Didn’t people always get to wear a suit in court, even if they were coming straight from jail? It was supposed to make them sympathetic. He thought he’d seen that on TV.


  But it wasn’t a suit. It was Kevlar, a bulletproof vest.


  ***


  In the holding cell beneath the courthouse, Jordan found his client lying on his back on the floor, an arm shielding his eyes. Peter was wearing a bulletproof vest, an unspoken nod to the fact that everyone packing the courtroom that morning wanted to kill him. “Good morning,” Jordan said, and Peter sat up.


  “Or not,” he murmured.


  Jordan didn’t respond. He leaned a little closer to the bars. “Here’s the plan. You’ve been charged with ten counts of first-degree murder and nineteen counts of attempted first-degree murder. I’m going to waive the readings of the complaints—we’ll go over them individually some other time. Right now we just have to go in there and enter not-guilty pleas. I don’t want you to say a word. If you have any questions, you whisper them to me. You are, for all intents and purposes, mute for the next hour. Understand?”


  Peter stared at him. “Perfectly,” he said, sullen. But Jordan was looking at his client’s hands.


  They were shaking.


  ***


  From the log of items removed from the bedroom of Peter Houghton:


  1.Dell laptop computer.


  2.Gaming CDs: Doom 3, Grand Theft Auto: Vice City.


  3.Three posters from gun manufacturers.


  4.Assorted lengths of pipe.


  5.Books:The Catcher in the Rye, Salinger; On War, Clausewitz; graphic novels by Frank Miller and Neil Gaiman.


  6.DVD—Bowling for Columbine.


  7.Yearbook from Sterling Middle School, various faces circled in black marker. One circled face x’d out with words LET LIVE beneath picture. Girl identified in caption as Josie Cormier.


  ***


  The girl spoke so softly that the microphone, hanging on a boom over her head like a piñata, had trouble picking up the unraveled threads of her voice. “Mrs. Edgar’s classroom is right next to Mr. McCabe’s, and sometimes we could hear them moving their chairs around or shouting out answers,” she said. “But this time we heard screaming. Mrs. Edgar, she took her desk and shoved it up against the door and told us all to go to the far end of the classroom, near the windows, and sit on the floor. The gunshots, they sounded like popcorn. And then...” She stopped and wiped her eyes. “And then there wasn’t any more screaming.”


  ***


  Diana Leven hadn’t expected the gunman to look so young. Peter Houghton was shackled and chained, wearing his orange jumpsuit and bulletproof vest, but he still had the apple cheeks of a boy who hadn’t come through the far side of puberty yet, and she would have bet money he didn’t have to shave. The glasses, too, upset her. The defense would play that to the hilt, she was certain, claiming some myopia that would have made sharpshooting an impossibility.


  The four cameras that the district court judge had agreed on to represent the networks—ABC, CBS, NBC, and CNN—hummed to life like a barbershop quartet as soon as the defendant was led into the room. Since it had gotten so quiet in the room that you could hear the sound of your own doubts, Peter turned immediately toward them. Diana realized that his eyes were not all that different from those of the cameras: dark, blind, empty behind the lenses.


  Jordan McAfee—a lawyer Diana didn’t like very much on a personal level but grudgingly admitted was damn good at his job—leaned toward his client the moment Peter reached the defense table. The bailiff stood. “All rise,” he bellowed, “the Honorable Charles Albert presiding.”


  Judge Albert hustled into the courtroom, his robes whispering. “Be seated,” he said. “Peter Houghton,” he began, turning to the defendant.


  Jordan McAfee stood. “Your Honor, we waive the reading of the charges. We’d like to enter not-guilty pleas for all of them, and we request that a probable cause hearing be scheduled in ten days.”


  This wasn’t a surprise to Diana—why would Jordan want the whole world to hear his client being indicted on ten separate counts of first-degree murder? The judge turned to her. “Ms. Leven, the statute requires that a defendant charged with first-degree murder—multiple counts, at that—be held without bail. I assume you have no problem with this.”


  Diana hid a smile. Judge Albert, God bless him, had managed to slip in the charges anyway. “That’s correct, Your Honor.”


  The judge nodded. “Well then, Mr. Houghton. You’re remanded back into custody.”


  The whole procedure had taken less than five minutes, and the public wouldn’t be happy. They wanted blood; they wanted revenge. Diana watched Peter Houghton stumble between the hold of two sheriff’s deputies and turn back to his lawyer one last time with a question on his lips that he didn’t utter. Then the door closed behind him, and Diana gathered her briefcase and walked out of the courtroom to the cameras.


  She stood in front of a thrust of microphones. “Peter Houghton was just arraigned on ten counts of first-degree murder and nineteen counts of attempted first-degree murder, and various accompanying charges involving illegal possession of explosives and firearms in this recent tragedy. The rules of professional responsibility prevent us from commenting on the evidence at this point, but the community can rest assured that we are prosecuting this case vigorously, that we have been working around the clock with our investigators to make sure that the evidence is collected, preserved, and appropriately handled so that this unspeakable tragedy will not go unanswered.” She opened her mouth to continue but realized that there was another voice speaking, just across the hallway, and that reporters were defecting from her impromptu press conference to hear Jordan McAfee instead.


  He stood sober and penitent, his hands in the pockets of his trousers, as he stared right at Diana. “I grieve with the community for its losses, and will represent my client to the fullest. Peter Houghton is a seventeen-year-old boy; he’s very scared. And I ask you to please have respect for his family and to remember that this is a matter to be determined in court.” Jordan hesitated, ever the showman, and then made eye contact with the crowd. “I ask you to remember that what you see is not always all it seems to be.”


  Diana smirked. The reporters—and the people all over the world who would be listening to Jordan’s careful speech—would hear his little salvo at the end and believe that he had some fabulous truth up his sleeve—something that would prove his client was not a monster. Diana, however, knew better. She could translate legalese, because she spoke it fluently. When an attorney spun mysterious rhetoric like that, it was because he had nothing else he could use to defend his client.


  ***


  At noon, the governor of New Hampshire held a press conference on the steps of the Capitol building in Concord. On his lapel he was wearing a loop of maroon and white ribbon, the school colors of Sterling High, which had sprouted up at gas station cash registers and Wal-Mart counters and were being sold for $1 each, the proceeds going to support the Sterling Victims Fund. One of his minions had driven twenty-seven miles to get one, because the governor planned to throw his hat into the Democratic primary in 2008 and knew this was a perfect media moment during which he could portray compassion at its strongest. Yes, he felt for the citizens of Sterling, and especially those poor parents of the dead, but there was also a calculated part of him that knew a man who could shepherd a state through one of the most tragic school shooting incidents in America would be seen as a strong leader. “Today, all of this country grieves with New Hampshire,” he said. “Today, all of us feel the pain that Sterling feels. They are all our children.”


  He glanced up. “I’ve been up to Sterling, and I’ve spoken to the investigators who are working hard, round the clock, to understand what happened yesterday. I’ve spent time with some of the families of the victims, and at the hospital with the brave survivors. Part of our past and part of our future disappeared in this tragedy,” the governor said as he looked solemnly into the cameras. “What we all need, now, is to focus on the future.”


  ***


  It took Josie less than a morning to learn the magic words: when she wanted her mother to leave her alone, when she was sick of her mother watching her like a hawk, all she had to do was say that she needed a nap. Then, her mother would back off, completely unaware of the fact that her whole face relaxed the minute Josie let her off the hook, and that only then could Josie recognize her.


  Upstairs, in her room, Josie sat in the dark with her shades drawn and her hands folded in her lap. It was broad daylight, but you’d never know it. People had figured out all sorts of ways to make things seem different than they truly were. A room could be turned into an artificial night. Botox transformed people’s faces into something they weren’t. TiVo let you think you could freeze time, or at least reorder it to your own liking. An arraignment at a courthouse fit like a Band-Aid over a wound that really needed a tourniquet.


  Fumbling in the dark, Josie reached underneath the frame of her bed for the plastic bag she’d stashed—her supply of sleeping pills. She was no better than any of the other stupid people in this world who thought if they pretended hard enough, they could make it so. She’d thought that death could be an answer, because she was too immature to realize it was the biggest question of all.


  Yesterday, she hadn’t known what patterns blood could make when it sprayed on a whitewashed wall. She hadn’t understood that life left a person’s lungs first, and their eyes last. She had pictured suicide as a final statement, a fuck you to the people who hadn’t understood how hard it was for her to be the Josie they wanted her to be. She’d somehow thought that if she killed herself, she’d be able to watch everyone else’s reaction; that she’d get the last laugh. Until yesterday, she hadn’t really understood. Dead was dead. When you died, you did not get to come back and see what you were missing. You didn’t get to apologize. You didn’t get a second chance.


  Death wasn’t something you could control. In fact, it would always have the upper hand.


  She ripped the plastic bag open into her palm and stuffed five of the pills into her mouth. She walked into the bathroom and ran the tap, stuck her head close to the faucet until the pills were swimming in the fishbowl of her bulging cheeks.


  Swallow, she told herself.


  But instead, Josie fell in front of the toilet and spit the pills out. She emptied the rest of the pills, still clutched in her fist. She flushed before she could think twice.


  Her mother came upstairs because she heard the sobbing. It had seeped through the grout of the tile and the soffits and the plaster that made up the ceiling downstairs. It would, in fact, become as much of this household as the bricks and the mortar, although neither of the women realized it yet. Josie’s mother burst into the bedroom and sank down beside her daughter in the attached bathroom. “What can I do, baby?” she whispered, running her hands up and down Josie’s shoulders and back, as if the answer were a visible tattoo instead of a scar on the heart.


  ***


  Yvette Harvey sat on a couch holding her daughter’s eighth-grade graduation photo, taken two years, six months, and four days before she died. Kaitlyn’s hair had grown out, but you could still see the easy lopsided smile, the moon face that was part and parcel of Down syndrome.


  What would have happened if she hadn’t chosen to mainstream Kaitlyn in middle school? If she’d sent her to a school for kids who had disabilities? Were those kids any less angry, less likely to have bred a killer?


  The producer from The Oprah Winfrey Show handed back the stack of photographs that Yvette had given her. She hadn’t known, before today, that there were levels of tragedy, that even if the Oprah show called you to ask you to tell your sad story, they would want to make sure it was sad enough before they let you speak on camera. Yvette hadn’t planned to show her pain on television—in fact, her husband was so dead set against it he refused to be here when the producer came to call—but she was determined. She had been listening to the news. And now, she had something to say.


  “Kaitlyn had a beautiful smile,” the producer said gently.


  “She does,” Yvette replied, then shook her head. “Did.”


  “Did she know Peter Houghton?”


  “No. They weren’t in the same grade; they wouldn’t have had classes together. Kaitlyn’s were in the learning center.” She pushed her thumb into the edge of the silver portrait frame until it hurt. “All of these people who are going around saying that Peter Houghton had no friends—that Peter Houghton was teased... that’s not true,” she said. “My daughter had no friends. My daughter was teased every single day. My daughter was the one who felt like she was on the fringe, because she was. Peter Houghton wasn’t a misfit, like everyone wants to make him out to be. Peter Houghton was just evil.”


  Yvette looked down at the glass covering Kaitlyn’s portrait. “The grief counselor from the police department told me Kaitlyn died first,” she said. “She wanted me to know that Kaitie didn’t know what was going on—that she didn’t suffer.”


  “That must have been some consolation,” the producer offered.


  “It was. Until we all started talking to each other and realized that the grief counselor had told the same thing to every one of us with a dead child.” Yvette glanced up, tears in her eyes. “The thing is, they couldn’t all have been first.”


  **


  In the days after the shooting, the families of the victims were showered with donations: money, casseroles, babysitting services, sympathy. Kaitlyn Harvey’s father woke up one morning after a light, last springtime snow to find that his driveway had already been shoveled by a Samaritan. Courtney Ignatio’s family became the beneficiaries of their local church, whose members signed up to provide food or cleaning services on a different day of the week, a rotating schedule that would take them through June. John Eberhard’s mother was presented with a handicapped-accessible van, courtesy of Sterling Ford, to help her son adapt to life as a paraplegic. Everyone wounded at Sterling High received a letter from the president of the United States, crisp White House stationery commending them on their bravery.


  The media—at first a wave as unwelcome as a tsunami—became something ordinary on the streets of Sterling. After days of watching their high-heeled black boots sink into the soft mud of a New England March, they visited the local Farm-Way and bought Merrell clogs and muck boots. They stopped asking the front desk at the Sterling Inn why their cell phones didn’t work and instead congregated in the parking lot of the Mobil station, the point of highest elevation in town, where they could get a minimal signal. They hovered in front of the police station and the courthouse and the local coffee shop, waiting for any crumb of information they could call their own.


  Every day in Sterling, there was a different funeral.


  ***


  Matthew Royston’s memorial service was held in a church that wasn’t large enough to hold the grief of its mourners. Classmates and parents and family friends packed into the pews, stood along the walls, spilled out the doors. A contingent of kids from Sterling High had come dressed in green T-shirts with the number 19 on the front—the same one that had graced Matt’s hockey jersey.


  Josie and her mother were sitting somewhere in the back, but that didn’t keep Josie from feeling that everyone was staring at her. She wasn’t sure if that was because they all knew she was Matt’s girlfriend or because they could see right through her.


  “Blessed are those who mourn,” the pastor read, “for they will be comforted.”


  Josie shivered. Was she mourning? Did mourning feel like a hole in the middle of you that got wider and wider every time you tried to plug it up? Or was she incapable of mourning, because that meant remembering, which she couldn’t do?


  Her mother leaned closer. “We can leave. You just say the word.”


  It was hard enough not having a clue who she was, but here in the Afterward, she couldn’t seem to recognize anyone else, either. People who had ignored her for her whole life suddenly knew her by name. Everyone’s eyes got soft at the edges when they looked at her. And her mother was the most foreign of all—like one of those corporate addicts who has a near-death experience and becomes a tree-hugger. Josie had expected to have to fight her mother in order to attend Matt’s funeral, but to Josie’s surprise, her mother had suggested it. The stupid shrink Josie had to see now—probably for the rest of her life—kept talking about closure. Closure, apparently, meant that she was supposed to realize that losing normal was something you got over, like losing a soccer game or a favorite T-shirt. Closure also meant that her mother had morphed into a crazy, overcompensating emotive machine, one who kept asking her if she needed anything (how many cups of herbal tea could a person drink without liquefying?) and trying to act like an ordinary mother, or at least what she imagined an ordinary mother to be. If you really want me to feel better, Josie felt like saying, go back to work. Then they could pretend it was business as usual, and after all, her mother was the one who’d taught Josie how to pretend in the first place.


  In the front of the church was a coffin. Josie knew it wasn’t open; rumors had flown about that. It was hard to imagine that Matt was inside that lacquered black box. That he wasn’t breathing; that his blood had been drained out and his veins were pumped full of chemicals instead.


  “Friends, as we gather here to remember Matthew Carlton Royston, we are beneath the protective shelter of God’s healing love,” the pastor said. “We are free to pour out our grief, release our anger, face our emptiness, and know that God cares.”


  Last year, in ancient world history, they had learned about how the Egyptians prepared their dead. Matt—who studied only when Josie forced him to do it—had been truly fascinated. The way the brain was sucked out through the nose. The possessions that went into a tomb with a pharaoh. The pets that were buried beside him. Josie had been reading the chapter in the textbook out loud, her head cradled on Matt’s lap. He’d stopped her by putting his hand on her forehead. “When I go,” he said, “I’m going to take you with me.”


  The pastor looked out over the congregation. “The death of a loved one can shake us to our very foundations. When the person is so young and so full of potential and skill, the feelings of grief and loss can be even more overwhelming. At times such as this we turn to our friends and family for support, for a shoulder to cry on and for someone to walk that road of pain and anguish with us. We cannot have Matt back, but we can rest easy knowing that he’s found the peace in death he was denied here on earth.”


  Matt didn’t go to church. His parents did, and they tried to make him go, but Josie knew he hated it. He thought it was a waste of a Sunday, and that if God was at all worthy of hanging around with, he’d probably be out riding around with the top down on his Jeep or playing pickup pond hockey instead of sitting in a stuffy building doing responsive reading.


  The pastor moved aside, and Matt’s father stood up. Josie knew him, of course—he cracked the worst jokes, silly puns that were never funny. He’d played hockey at UVM until he blew out his knee, and he’d had high hopes for Matt. But overnight, he’d turned hunch-shouldered and sullen, like a husk that used to contain the whole of him. He stood up and talked about the first time he’d taken Matt out to skate, how he’d started out pulling him along on the end of a hockey stick and realized, not much later, that Matt wasn’t holding on. In the front row, Matt’s mother began crying. Loud, noisy sobs—the kind that splattered against the walls of the church like paint.


  Before Josie realized what she was doing, she’d gotten to her feet. “Josie!” her mother whispered, fierce, beside her—in that instant a flicker of the mother she was accustomed to, the one who would never make a spectacle of herself. Josie was shaking so hard that her feet did not seem to touch the ground, not as she stepped into the aisle in the black dress she had borrowed from her mother, not as she moved toward Matt’s coffin, magnetically drawn to a pole.


  She could feel Matt’s father’s eyes on her, could hear the whispers of the congregation. She reached the casket, polished to such a gleam that she could see her own face reflected back at her, an imposter.


  “Josie,” Mr. Royston said, coming down from the podium to embrace her. “You all right?”


  Josie’s throat closed like a rosebud. How could this man, whose son was dead, be asking her that? She felt herself dissolving, and wondered if you could turn into a ghost without dying; if that part of it was only a technicality.


  “Did you want to say something?” Mr. Royston offered. “About Matt?”


  Before she knew what was happening, Matt’s father had led her up to the podium. She was vaguely aware of her mother, who’d gotten out of her seat in the pew and was edging her way down toward the front of the church—to do what? Spirit her away? Stop her from making another mistake?


  Josie stared out at a landscape of faces she recognized and did not really know at all. She loved him, they were all thinking. She was with him when he died. Her breath caught like a moth in the cage of her lungs.


  But what would she say? The truth?


  Josie felt her lips twist, her face crumple. She started to sob, so hard that the wooden floorboards of the church bowed and creaked; so hard that even in that sealed casket, Josie was sure Matt could hear her. “I’m sorry,” she choked out—to him, to Mr. Royston, to anyone who would listen. “Oh, God. I’m so sorry.”


  She did not notice her mother climbing the steps to the podium, wrapping an arm around Josie, leading her behind the altar to a little vestibule used by the organist. She didn’t protest when her mother handed her Kleenex and rubbed her back. She didn’t even mind when her mother tucked her hair back behind her ears, the way she used to when Josie was so small, she could barely remember the gesture. “Everyone must think I’m an idiot,” Josie said.


  “No, they think you miss Matt.” Her mother hesitated. “I know you believe this was your fault.”


  Josie’s heart was pounding so hard, it moved the thin chiffon fabric of the dress.


  “Sweetheart,” her mother said, “you couldn’t have saved him.”


  Josie reached for another tissue, and pretended that her mother understood.


  ***


  Maximum security meant Peter did not have a roommate. He did not get recreation time. His food was brought to him three times a day in his cell. His reading material was restricted by the correctional officers. And because the staff still believed he might be suicidal, his room consisted of a toilet and a bench—no sheets, no mattress, nothing that might be fashioned into a means of checking out of this world.


  There were four hundred and fifteen cinder blocks on the back wall of his cell; he’d counted. Twice. Since then, he’d taken the time to stare right at the camera that was watching him. Peter wondered who was at the other end of that camera. He pictured a bunch of COs clustered around a crummy TV monitor, poking each other and cracking up when Peter had to go to the bathroom. Or, in other words, yet another group of people who’d find a way to make fun of him.


  The camera had a red light on it, a power indicator, and a single lens that shimmered like a rainbow. There was a rubber bumper around the lens that looked like an eyelid. It struck Peter that even if he wasn’t suicidal, a few weeks of this and he would be.


  It did not get dark in jail, just dim. That hardly mattered, since there was nothing to do but sleep anyway. Peter lay on the bench, wondering if you lost your hearing if you never had to use it; if the power of speech worked the same way. He remembered learning in one of his social studies classes that in the Old West, when Native Americans were thrown into jail, they sometimes dropped dead. The theory was that someone so used to the freedom of space couldn’t handle the confinement, but Peter had another interpretation. When the only company you had was yourself, and when you didn’t want to socialize, there was only one way to leave the room.


  One of the COs had just come through, doing his security sweep—a heavy-booted run past the cells—when Peter heard it:


  I know what you did.


  Holy shit, Peter thought. I’ve already started to go crazy.


  Everyone knows.


  Peter swung his feet to the cement floor and stared at the camera, but it wasn’t giving up any secrets.


  The voice sounded like wind passing over snow—bleak, a whisper. “To your right,” it said, and Peter slowly got to his feet and walked to a corner of the cell.


  “Who... who’s there?” he said.


  “It’s about fucking time. I thought you were never going to stop wailing.”


  Peter tried to see through the bars, but couldn’t. “You heard me crying?”


  “Fucking baby,” the voice said. “Grow the fuck up.”


  “Who are you?”


  “You can call me Carnivore, like everyone else.”


  Peter swallowed. “What did you do?”


  “Nothing they said I did,” Carnivore answered. “How long?”


  “How long what?”


  “How long till your trial?”


  Peter didn’t know. It was the one question he had forgotten to ask Jordan McAfee, probably because he was afraid to hear the answer.


  “Mine’s next week,” Carnivore said before Peter could reply.


  The metal door of the cell felt like ice against his temple. “How long have you been here?” Peter asked.


  “Ten months,” Carnivore answered.


  Peter imagined sitting in this cell for ten straight months. He thought about all the times he’d count those stupid cinder blocks, all the pisses that the guards would get to watch on their little television set.


  “You killed kids, right? You know what happens in this jail to guys who kill kids?”


  Peter didn’t respond. He was roughly the same age as everyone at Sterling High; it wasn’t like he’d gone into a nursery school. And it wasn’t like he hadn’t had a good reason.


  He didn’t want to talk about this anymore. “How come you didn’t get bail?”


  Carnivore scoffed. “Because they say I raped some waitress, and then stabbed her.”


  Did everyone in this jail think they were innocent? All this time Peter had spent lying on that bench, convincing himself that he was nothing like anyone else in the Grafton County Jail—and as it turned out, that was a lie.


  Did he sound like this to Jordan?


  “You still there?” Carnivore asked.


  Peter lay back down on his bench without saying another word. He turned his face to the wall, and he pretended not to hear as the man next to him tried over and over to make a connection.


  ***


  The first thing that struck Patrick, again, was how much younger Judge Cormier looked when she wasn’t on the bench. She answered the door in jeans and a ponytail, wiping her hands on a dish towel. Josie stood just behind her, her face washed by the same vacant stare he’d seen a dozen times over, now, in other victims he’d interviewed. Josie was a vital piece in the puzzle, the only one who had seen Peter kill Matthew Royston. But unlike those victims, Josie had a mother who knew the intricacies of the legal system.


  “Judge Cormier,” he said. “Josie. Thanks for letting me come over.”


  The judge stared at him. “This is a waste of time. Josie doesn’t remember anything.”


  “With all due respect, Judge, it’s my job to hear that from Josie herself.”


  He steeled himself for an argument, but she stepped back to let him inside. Patrick let his eyes roam the foyer—the antique table with a spider plant spilling over its surface, the tasteful landscapes that hung on the walls. So this was how a judge lived. His own place was a pit stop, a haven of laundry and old newspapers and food long past its expiration date, where he’d go for a few hours between his stints at the office.


  He turned to Josie. “How’s the head?”


  “It still hurts,” she said, so softly that Patrick had to strain to hear her.


  He turned to the judge again. “Is there a room where we could go talk for a few minutes?”


  She led them into the kitchen, which looked like just the kind of kitchen Patrick sometimes thought about when he imagined where he should have been by now. There were cherry cabinets and lots of sun streaming through the bay window and a bowl of bananas on the counter. He sat down across from Josie, expecting the judge to pull up a chair beside her daughter, but to his surprise she remained standing. “If you need me,” she said, “I’ll be upstairs.”


  Josie looked up, pained. “Can’t you just stay?”


  For a moment, Patrick saw something light in the judge’s eyes—want? regret?—but it vanished before he could put a name to it. “You know I can’t,” she said gently.


  Patrick didn’t have any kids of his own, but he was pretty damn sure that if one of his had come this close to dying, he’d have a hard time letting her out of his sight. He did not know exactly what was going on between the mother and daughter, but he knew better than to get in the middle of it.


  “I’m sure Detective Ducharme will make this utterly painless,” the judge said.


  It was part wish, part warning. Patrick nodded at her. A good cop did whatever he could to protect and serve, but when it was someone you knew who was robbed or threatened or hurt, the stakes changed. You’d make a few more phone calls; you’d shuffle your responsibilities so that one took priority. Patrick had experienced that, to a greater degree, years ago with his friend Nina and her son. He didn’t know Josie Cormier personally, but her mother was in the field of law enforcement—Christ, she was at its top level—and for this, her daughter deserved to be treated with kid gloves.


  He watched Alex walk up the stairs, and then he took a pad and pencil out of his coat pocket. “So,” he said. “How are you doing?”


  “Look, you don’t have to pretend you care.”


  “I’m not pretending,” Patrick said.


  “I don’t even get why you’re here. It’s not like anything anyone says to you is going to make those kids less dead.”


  “That’s true,” Patrick agreed, “but before we can try Peter Houghton we need to know exactly what happened. And unfortunately, I wasn’t there.”


  “Unfortunately?”


  He looked down at the table. “I sometimes think it’s easier to be the one who’s been hurt than the one who couldn’t stop it from happening.”


  “I was there,” Josie said, shaken. “I couldn’t stop it.”


  “Hey,” Patrick said, “it’s not your fault.”


  She looked up at him then, as if she so badly wished she could believe that, but knew he was wrong. And who was Patrick to tell her otherwise? Every time he envisioned his mad dash to Sterling High, he imagined what would have happened if he’d been at the school when the shooter first arrived. If he’d disarmed the kid before anyone was hurt.


  “I don’t remember anything about the shooting,” Josie said.


  “Do you remember being in the gym?”


  Josie shook her head.


  “How about running there with Matt?”


  “No. I don’t even remember getting up and going to school in the first place. It’s like a blank spot in my head that I just skip over.”


  Patrick knew, from talking to the shrinks who’d been assigned to work with the victims, that this was perfectly normal. Amnesia was one way for the mind to protect itself from reliving something that would otherwise break you apart. In a way, he wished he could be as lucky as Josie, that he could make what he’d seen vanish.


  “What about Peter Houghton? Did you know him?”


  “Everyone knew who he was.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Josie shrugged. “He got noticed.”


  “Because he was different from everyone else?”


  Josie thought about this for a moment. “Because he didn’t try to fit in.”


  “You were dating Matthew Royston?”


  Immediately, tears welled in Josie’s eyes. “He liked to be called Matt.”


  Patrick reached for a paper napkin and passed it to Josie. “I’m sorry about what happened to him, Josie.”


  She ducked her head. “Me too.”


  He waited for her to wipe her eyes, blow her nose. “Do you know why Peter might have disliked Matt?”


  “People used to make fun of him,” Josie said. “It wasn’t just Matt.”


  Did you? Patrick thought. He’d looked at the yearbook confiscated from Peter’s room—the circles around certain kids who became victims, and others who did not. There were many reasons for this—from the fact that Peter ran out of time to the truth that hunting down thirty people in a school of a thousand was more difficult than he’d imagined. But of all the targets Peter had marked in the yearbook, only Josie’s photo had been crossed out, as if he’d changed his mind. Only her face had words printed beneath it, in block letters: LET LIVE.


  “Did you know him personally? Have any classes or anything with him?”


  She looked up. “I used to work with him.”


  “Where?”


  “The copy store downtown.”


  “Did you two get along?”


  “Sometimes,” Josie said. “Not always.”


  “Why not?”


  “He lit a fire there once and I ratted him out. He lost his job after that.”


  Patrick marked a note down on his pad. Why had Peter made the decision to spare her when he had every reason to hold a grudge?


  “Before that,” Patrick asked, “would you say you were friends?”


  Josie pleated the napkin she’d used to dry her tears into a triangle, a smaller one, a smaller one still. “No,” she said. “We weren’t.”


  ***


  The woman next to Lacy was wearing a checkered flannel shirt, reeked of cigarettes, and was missing most of her teeth. She took one look at Lacy’s skirt and blouse. “Your first time here?” she asked.


  Lacy nodded. They were waiting in a long room, side by side in a row of chairs. In front of their feet ran a red dividing line, and then a second set of chairs. Inmates and visitors sat like mirror images, speaking in shorthand. The woman beside Lacy smiled at her. “You get used to it,” she said.


  One parent was allowed to visit Peter every two weeks, for one hour. Lacy had come with a basket full of home-baked muffins and cakes, magazines, books—anything she could think of to help Peter. But the correctional officer who’d signed her in for visitation had confiscated the items. No baked goods. And no reading material, not until it was vetted by the jail staff.


  A man with a shaved head and sleeves of tattoos up and down his arms headed toward Lacy. She shivered—was that a swastika inked onto his forehead? “Hi, Mom,” he murmured, and Lacy watched the woman’s eyes strip away the tattoos and the bare scalp and the orange jumpsuit to see a little boy catching tadpoles in a mudhole behind their house. Everyone, Lacy thought, is somebody’s son.


  She glanced away from their reunion and saw Peter being led into the visitation room. For a moment her heart caught—he looked too thin, and behind his glasses, his eyes were so empty—but then she tamped down whatever she was feeling and offered him a brilliant smile. She would pretend that it didn’t bother her to see her son in a prison jumpsuit; that she hadn’t had to sit in the car and fight a panic attack after pulling into the jail lot; that it was perfectly normal to be surrounded by drug dealers and rapists while you asked your son if he was getting enough to eat.


  “Peter,” she said, folding him into her arms. It took a moment, but he hugged her back. She pressed her face to his neck, the way she used to when he was a baby, and she thought she would devour him—but he did not smell like her son. For a moment she let herself entertain the pipe dream that this was all a mistake—Peter’s not in jail! This is someone else’s unfortunate child!—but then she realized what was different. The shampoo and deodorant he had to use here were not what he’d used at home; this Peter smelled sharper, coarser.


  Suddenly there was a tap on her shoulder. “Ma’am,” the correctional officer said, “you’ll have to let go now.”


  If only it was that easy, Lacy thought.


  They sat down on opposite sides of the red line.


  “Are you all right?” she asked.


  “I’m still here.”


  The way he said it—as if he’d totally expected otherwise by now—made Lacy shudder. She had a feeling he wasn’t talking about being let out on bail, and the alternative—the idea of Peter killing himself—was something she could not hold in her head. She felt her throat funnel tight, and she found herself doing the one thing she’d promised herself she would not do: she started to cry. “Peter,” she whispered. “Why?”


  “Did the police come to the house?” Peter asked.


  Lacy nodded—it seemed as if it had happened so long ago.


  “Did they go to my room?”


  “They had a warrant—”


  “They took my things?” Peter exclaimed, the first emotion she’d seen from him. “You let them take my things?”


  “What were you doing with those things?” she whispered. “Those bombs. The guns... ?”


  “You wouldn’t understand.”


  “Then make me, Peter,” she said, broken. “Make me understand.”


  “I haven’t been able to make you understand in seventeen years, Mom. Why should it be any different now?” His face twisted. “I don’t even know why you bothered to come.”


  “To see you—”


  “Then look at me,” Peter cried. “Why won’t you fucking look at me?”


  He put his head in his hands, his narrow shoulders rounding with the sound of a sob.


  It came down to this, Lacy realized: You stared at the stranger in front of you and decided, categorically, that this was no longer your son. Or you made the decision to find whatever scraps of your child you still could in what he had become.


  Was that even really a choice, if you were a mother?


  People could argue that monsters weren’t born, they were made. People could criticize her parenting skills, point to moments when Lacy had let Peter down by being too lax or too firm, too removed or too smothering. The town of Sterling would analyze to death what she had done to her son—but what about what she would do for him? It was easy to be proud of the kid who got straight A’s and who made the winning basket—a kid the world already adored. But true character showed when you could find something to love in a child everyone else hated. What if the things she had or hadn’t done for Peter were the wrong criteria for measurement? Wasn’t it just as telling a mark of motherhood to see how, from this awful moment on, she behaved?


  She reached across the red line until she could embrace Peter. She didn’t care if it was allowed or not. The guards could come and pull her off him, but until that happened, Lacy was not planning to let her son go.


  ***


  On the surveillance video taken from the cafeteria, students were carrying trays and doing homework and chatting when Peter entered the room holding a handgun. There was a discharge of bullets and a cacophony of screaming. A smoke alarm went off. When everyone started to run, he shot again, and this time two girls fell down. Other students ran right over them in an effort to get away.


  When the only people left in the cafeteria were Peter and the victims, he walked through the rows of tables, surveying his handiwork. He passed by the boy he’d shot who lay in a puddle of blood on top of a book, but he stopped to pick up an iPod that had been left on the table and put the earphones in his ears before turning it off and setting it down again. He turned the page in an open notebook. And then he sat down at one untouched tray and placed the gun on it. He opened a box of Rice Krispies and poured them into a Styrofoam bowl. He added the contents of a milk container and ate all the cereal before standing up again, retrieving his pistol, and exiting the cafeteria.


  It was the most chilling, deliberate thing Patrick had ever seen in his life.


  He looked down at the bowl of ramen noodles he had cooked himself for dinner, and realized he’d lost his appetite. Setting it aside on a stack of old newspapers, he rewound the video and forced himself to watch it again.


  When the phone rang, he picked it up, still distracted by the sight of Peter on his television screen. “Yeah.”


  “Well, hello to you, too,” Nina Frost said.


  He melted when he heard her voice; old habits died hard. “Sorry. I’m just in the middle of something.”


  “I can imagine. It’s all over the news. How are you holding up?”


  “Oh, you know,” he said, when what he really meant was that he was not sleeping at night; that he saw the faces of the dead whenever he closed his eyes; that his mouth was full of the questions he was certain he’d forgotten to ask.


  “Patrick,” she said, because she was his oldest friend and because she knew him better than anyone, including himself, “don’t blame yourself.”


  He bent his head. “It happened in my town. How can’t I?”


  “If you had a videophone, I’d be able to tell if you’re wearing your hair shirt or your cape and boots,” Nina said.


  “It’s not funny.”


  “No, it’s not,” she agreed. “But you must know it’s a slam dunk at trial. You have, what? A thousand witnesses?”


  “Something like that.”


  Nina grew quiet. Patrick did not have to explain to her—a woman who’d lived with regret as a constant companion—that convicting Peter Houghton was not enough. For Patrick to lay this to rest, he’d have to understand why Peter had done this in the first place.


  So that he could keep it from happening again.


  ***


  From an FBI investigatory report, published by special agents in charge of examining school shootings around the globe:


  Among school shooters, we have seen a similarity of family dynamics. Often the shooter will have a turbulent relationship with his parents, or will have parents who accept pathological behavior. There is a lack of intimacy within the family. There are no limits for television or computer use imposed on the shooter, and sometimes there is access to weapons.


  Within the school environment, we found a tendency toward detachment from the learning process on the part of the shooter. The school itself tended to tolerate disrespectful behavior, exhibited inequitable discipline and an inflexible culture—with certain students enjoying prestige given to them by teachers and staff.


  Shooters are more likely to have access to violent movies, television, and video games; to use drugs and alcohol; to have a peer group that exists outside of school and supports their behavior.


  In addition, prior to a violent act, there is evidence of leakage—a clue that something is coming. These hints might take the form of poems, writings, drawings, Internet posts, or threats made in person or in absentia.


  In spite of the commonalities described within, we caution the use of this report to create a checklist that might predict future school shooters. In the hands of the media, this might result in labeling many nonviolent students as potentially lethal. In fact, a great many adolescents who will never commit violent acts will show some of the traits on the list.


  ***


  Lewis Houghton was a creature of habit. Every morning, he woke up at 5:35 and went for a run on the treadmill in the basement. He showered and he ate a bowl of cornflakes while he scanned the headlines in the paper. He wore the same overcoat, no matter how cold or hot the weather, and he parked in the same spot in the faculty lot.


  He’d once tried to mathematically figure the effect of routine on happiness, but there was an interesting twist to the calculation: The measure of joy brought by the familiar was amplified or reduced by the individual’s resistance to change. Or—as Lacy would have said, English, Lewis—for every person like himself who liked the worn grooves of the familiar, there was another person who found it stifling. In those cases, the comfort quotient became a negative number, and doing what came habitually actually detracted from happiness.


  It was that way, he supposed, for Lacy, who wandered around the house as if she’d never seen it before, who couldn’t stand the thought of going back to her practice. How can you expect me to think of someone else’s child right now? she had argued.


  She kept insisting that they needed to do something, but Lewis didn’t know what that was supposed to be. And because he couldn’t comfort either his wife or his son, Lewis decided he was left to comfort himself. After sitting at home for five days after Peter’s arraignment, one morning he woke up and packed his briefcase, ate his cornflakes, read the paper, and headed off to work.


  He was thinking of the equation for happiness as he headed to the office. One of the tenets of his breakthrough—H = R/E, or happiness equals reality divided by expectation—was based on the universal truth that you always had some expectation for what was to come. In other words, E was always a real number, since you could not divide by zero. But recently, he wondered about the truth of that. Math could only take a man so far. In the middle of the night, when he was wide awake and staring up at the ceiling, knowing that his wife lay beside him pretending to be asleep and doing the very same thing, Lewis had come to believe that you might be conditioned to expect absolutely nothing from one’s life. That way, when you lost your first son, you didn’t grieve. When your second son was jailed for a massacre, you were not shattered. You could divide by zero; it felt like a canyon where your heart used to be.


  As soon as he set foot on the campus, Lewis felt better. Here, he was not the father of the shooter and never had been. He was Lewis Houghton, professor of economics. Here, he was still at the top of his game; he didn’t have to look at the body of his research and wonder at what point it had begun to unravel.


  Lewis had just pulled a sheaf of papers out of his briefcase that morning when the chair of the econ department poked his head through the open doorway. Hugh Macquarie was a big man—Huge Andhairy is what the college students called him behind his back—who had taken over the position with gusto. “Houghton? What are you doing here?”


  “Last I checked, the college was still paying me to work,” Lewis said, trying to make a joke. He couldn’t make jokes, never had been able to do so. His timing was off; he gave away punch lines by accident.


  Hugh walked into the room. “My God, Lewis, I don’t know what to say.” He hesitated.


  Lewis didn’t blame Hugh. He barely knew what to say himself. There were Hallmark cards for bereavement, for loss of a beloved pet, for getting laid off from a job, but no one seemed to have the right words of comfort for someone whose son had just killed ten people.


  “I thought about calling you at home. Lisa even wanted to bring a casserole or something. How’s Lacy holding up?”


  Lewis pushed his glasses higher on the bridge of his nose. “Oh,” he said. “You know. We’re trying to keep things as normal as possible.”


  When he said this, he pictured his life as a graph. Normal was a line that stretched on and on, teasing its way closer to an axis but never really reaching it.


  Hugh sat down in the chair across from Lewis’s desk—the same chair that was sometimes filled by a student who needed a tutorial in microeconomics. “Lewis, take some time off,” he said.


  “Thanks, Hugh. I appreciate that.” Lewis glanced at an equation on the far blackboard that he’d been puzzling out. “Right now, though, I really need to be here. It keeps me from thinking about being there.” Reaching for some chalk, Lewis began to print across the board, a long and lovely stream of numbers that calmed him inside.


  He knew that there was a difference between something that makes you happy and something that doesn’t make you unhappy. The trick was convincing yourself these were one and the same.


  Hugh put his hand on Lewis’s arm, stilling it mid-equation. “Maybe I said that wrong. We need you to take time off.”


  Lewis stared at him. “Oh. Um. I see,” he said, although he didn’t. If Lewis was willing to segregate his work life from his home life, why couldn’t Sterling College do the same?


  Unless.


  Had that been his mistake in the first place? If you were uncertain in the decisions you made as a father, could you patch over your insecurities with the confidence you had as a professional? Or would the fix always be flimsy, a paper wall that couldn’t bear weight?


  “It’s just for a bit,” Hugh said. “It’s what’s best.”


  For whom? Lewis thought, but he remained silent until he heard Hugh close the door behind himself on his way out.


  When the chairman was gone, Lewis lifted the chalk again. He stared at the equations until they melded together, and then he began to scrawl furiously, a composer with a symphony moving too fast for his fingers. Why hadn’t he realized this before? Everyone knew that if you divided reality by expectation, you got a happiness quotient. But when you inverted the equation—expectation divided by reality—you didn’t get the opposite of happiness. What you got, Lewis realized, was hope.


  Pure logic: Assuming reality was constant, expectation had to be greater than reality to create optimism. On the other hand, a pessimist was someone with expectations lower than reality, a fraction of diminishing returns. The human condition meant that this number approached zero without reaching it—you never really completely gave up hope; it might come flooding back at any provocation.


  Lewis stepped back from the blackboard, surveying his handiwork. Someone who was happy would have little need to hope for change. But, conversely, an optimistic person was that way because he wanted to believe in something better than his reality.


  He started wondering if there were exceptions to the rule: if happy people might be hopeful, if the unhappy might have given up any anticipation that things might get better.


  And that made Lewis think of his son.


  He stood in front of the blackboard and started to cry, his hands and his sleeves covered in fine white chalk dust, as if he had become a ghost.


  ***


  The office of the Geek Squad, as Patrick affectionately referred to the tech guys who hacked into hard drives to find proof of pornography and downloads from The Anarchist Cookbook, was filled with computers. Not just the one seized from Peter Houghton’s room, but also several from Sterling High, including the one from the secretary’s main office and another batch from the library.


  “He’s good,” said Orestes, a tech that Patrick would have sworn was not old enough to have graduated from high school himself. “We’re not just talking HTML programming. Guy knew his shit.”


  He pulled up a few files from the bowels of Peter’s computer, graphics files that didn’t make much sense to Patrick until the tech typed a few buttons and suddenly a three-dimensional dragon appeared on the screen and breathed fire at them. “Wow,” Patrick said.


  “Yeah. From what I can tell, he actually made up a few computer games, even posted them for gamers on a couple of sites where you can do that and get feedback.”


  “Any message boards on those sites?”


  “Dude, give me an iota of credit,” Orestes said, and he clicked onto one he’d already flagged. “Peter went by the screen name Death Wish. They’re a—”


  “—band,” Patrick finished. “I know.”


  “They’re not just a band,” Orestes said with reverence, his fingers flying over the keyboard. “They’re the modern voice of the collective human conscience.”


  “Tell that to Tipper Gore.”


  “Who?”


  Patrick laughed. “She was before your time, I guess.”


  “What did you used to listen to when you were a kid?”


  “The cavemen, banging rocks together,” Patrick said dryly.


  The screen filled with a series of posts from Death Wish. Most of them were entries about how to enhance a certain graphic or reviews of other games that had been posted on the site. Two quoted lyrics from the band Death Wish. “This is my personal favorite,” Orestes said, and he scrolled down.


  From: DeathWish


  To: Hades1991


  This town blows. This weekend there is a craft festival where old bags come to show off the ticky tacky shit they made. They should call it a CRAP festival. I’m gonna hide in the bushes outside the church. Target practice as they cross the street—ten points each! Yee ha!


  Patrick leaned back in the chair. “Well, that doesn’t prove anything.”


  “Yeah,” Orestes said. “Craft festivals do kind of suck. But check this out.” He swiveled in his own chair to reach another terminal, set up on a table. “He hacked into the school’s secure computer system.”


  “To do what? Change his grades?”


  “Nope. The program he wrote broke through the firewalls on the school system at 9:58 a.m.”


  “That’s when the car bomb went off,” Patrick murmured.


  Orestes pivoted the monitor so that Patrick could see. “This was on every single screen on every single computer at the school.”


  Patrick stared at the purple background, the flaming red letters that scrolled like a marquee: READY OR NOT... HERE I COME.


  ***


  Jordan was already sitting at the table of the conference room when Peter Houghton was brought in by a correctional officer. “Thanks,” he said to the guard, his eyes on Peter, who immediately canvassed the room, his gaze lighting on the only window. Jordan had seen this over and over in prisoners he’d represented—an ordinary human could so quickly turn into a caged animal. Then again, it was a chicken-and-egg conundrum: were they animals because they were in jail... or were they in jail because they were animals?


  “Have a seat,” he said, and Peter remained standing.


  Unfazed, Jordan started talking. “I want to lay out the ground rules, Peter,” he said. “Everything I say to you is confidential. Everything you say to me is confidential. I can’t tell anyone what you say. I can tell you, however, not to talk to the media or the police or anyone else for that matter. If anyone tries to contact you, you contact me immediately—call me collect. As your lawyer, I get to do the talking for you. From now on, I’m your best friend, your mother, your father, your priest. Are we clear on that?”


  Peter glared at him. “Crystal.”


  “Good. So.” Jordan pulled a legal pad out of his briefcase, a pencil. “I imagine you’ve got a few questions; we can start with those.”


  “I hate it here,” Peter burst out. “I don’t get why I have to stay here.”


  Most of Jordan’s clients started out quiet and terrified in jail—which quickly gave way to anger and indignation. But at that moment Peter sounded like any other ordinary teenage kid—like Thomas had sounded at his age, when the world apparently revolved around him and Jordan just happened to be living on it as well. However, the lawyer in Jordan trumped the parent in him, and he started to wonder if Peter Houghton truly might not know why he was in jail. Jordan would be the first to tell you insanity defenses rarely worked and were grossly overrated, but maybe Peter could be passed off as the real deal—and that was the key to securing an acquittal. “What do you mean?” he pressed.


  “They’re the ones who did this to me, and now I’m the one who’s being punished.”


  Jordan sat back and crossed his arms. Peter didn’t feel remorse for what he’d done, that much was clear. In fact, he considered himself a victim.


  And here was the remarkable thing about being a defense attorney: Jordan didn’t really care. There was no room in his line of work for his own personal feelings. He had worked with the scum of the earth before—killers and rapists who fancied themselves martyrs. His job wasn’t to believe them or to pass judgment. It was simply to do or say whatever he had to in order to get them free. In spite of what he’d just told Peter, he was not a clergyman or a shrink or a friend to a client. He was simply a spin doctor.


  “Well,” Jordan said evenly, “you need to understand the jail’s position. To them, you’re just a murderer.”


  “Then they’re all hypocrites,” Peter said. “If they saw a roach, they’d step on it, wouldn’t they?”


  “Is that how you’d describe what happened at the school?”


  Peter flicked his eyes away. “Do you know that I’m not allowed to read magazines?” he said. “I can’t even go into the exercise yard like everyone else.”


  “I’m not here to register your complaints.”


  “Why are you here?”


  “To help you get out,” Jordan said. “And if that’s going to happen, then you need to talk to me.”


  Peter folded his arms across his chest and glanced from Jordan’s collared shirt to his tie to his polished black shoes. “Why? You don’t really give a shit about me.”


  Jordan stood up and stuffed his notebook into his briefcase. “You know what? You’re right. I don’t really give a shit about you. I’m just doing my job, because unlike you, I won’t have the state paying my room and board for the rest of my life.” He started for the door, but was called back by the sound of Peter’s voice.


  “Why is everyone so upset that those jerks are dead?”


  Jordan turned slowly, making a mental note that kindness had not worked especially well with Peter, nor had the voice of authority. What had made him respond was pure and simple anger.


  “I mean, people are crying over them... and they were assholes. Everyone’s saying I ruined their lives, but no one seemed to care when my life was the one being ruined.”


  Jordan sat down on the edge of the table. “How?”


  “Where do you want me to start,” Peter answered, bitter. “In nursery school, when the teacher would bring out snacks, and one of them would pull out my chair so I’d fall down and everyone else would crack up? Or in second grade, when they held my head down in the toilet and they flushed it over and over, just because they knew they could? Or that time they beat me up on my way home from school and I needed stitches?”


  Jordan picked up his pad and wrote STITCHES. “Who’s they?”


  “A whole bunch of kids,” Peter said.


  The ones you wanted to kill? Jordan thought, but he didn’t ask. “Why do you think they targeted you?”


  “Because they’re dickheads? I don’t know. They’re like a pack. They have to make someone else feel like shit in order to feel good about themselves.”


  “What did you try to do to stop it?”


  Peter snorted. “In case you haven’t noticed, Sterling’s not exactly a metropolis. Everyone knows everyone. You wind up in high school with the same kids who were in the sandbox in your preschool.”


  “Couldn’t you stay out of their path?”


  “I had to go to school,” Peter said. “You’d be surprised how small it gets when you’re there for eight hours every day.”


  “So did they do this outside of school, too?”


  “When they could catch me,” Peter said. “If I was by myself.”


  “How about harassment—phone calls, letters, threats?” Jordan asked.


  “Online,” Peter said. “They’d send me instant messages, saying I was a loser, things like that. And they took an email I wrote and spammed it out to the whole school... made it a joke...” He looked away, falling silent.


  “Why?”


  “It was...” He shook his head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  Jordan made a note on his pad. “Did you ever tell anyone about what was going on? Parents? Teachers?”


  “No one gives a crap,” Peter said. “They tell you to ignore it. They say they’ll be watching out to make sure it doesn’t happen, but they never watch.” He walked to the window and pressed his palms against the glass. “There was this kid in my first-grade class who had that disease, the one where your spine grows outside your body—”


  “Spina bifida?”


  “Yeah. She had a wheelchair and she couldn’t sit up or anything, and before she came to class the teacher told us we had to treat her like she was just like us. The thing is, she wasn’t like us, and we all knew it, and she knew it. So we were supposed to lie to her face?” Peter shook his head. “Everyone talks like it’s all right to be different, but America’s supposed to be this melting pot, and what the hell does that mean? If it’s a melting pot, then you’re really just trying to make everyone the same, aren’t you?”


  Jordan found himself thinking about his son Thomas’s transition to middle school. They’d moved from Bainbridge to Salem Falls, a small enough school system that the cliques had already developed thick cellular walls against outsiders. For a while, Thomas had been a chameleon—he’d come home from school and hole up in his room, emerging as a soccer player, a thespian, a “mathlete.” It took him several sheddings of his own adolescent skin to find a group of friends who let him be whoever he wanted; and the rest of Thomas’s high school career was a fairly peaceful one. But what if he hadn’t found that group of friends? What if he’d continued peeling off layers of himself until there was nothing left at his core?


  As if he could read Jordan’s mind, Peter suddenly stared at him. “Do you have kids?”


  Jordan did not talk about his personal life with clients. Their relationship existed in the confines of a court, and that was that. The few times in his career when this unwritten rule had been broken had nearly wrecked him personally and professionally. But he met Peter’s gaze and said, “Two. A six-month-old baby and a son at Yale.”


  “Then you get it,” Peter said. “Everyone wants their kid to grow up and go to Harvard or be a quarterback for the Patriots. No one ever looks at their baby and thinks, Oh, I hope my kid grows up and becomes a freak. I hope he gets to school every day and prays he won’t catch anyone’s attention. But you know what? Kids grow up like that every single day.”


  Jordan found himself at a loss for words. There was the finest line between unique and odd, between what made a child grow up to be as well adjusted as Thomas versus unstable, like Peter. Did every teenager have the capacity to fall on one side or the other of that tightrope, and could you identify a single moment that tipped the balance?


  He suddenly thought of Sam this morning, when Jordan was changing his diaper. The baby had grabbed hold of his own toes, fascinated to have located them, and immediately stuffed his foot into his mouth. Look at that, Selena had joked over his shoulder, like father like son. As Jordan had finished dressing Sam, he’d marveled at the mystery life must be for someone that young. Imagine a world that seemed so much bigger than you. Imagine waking up one morning and finding a piece of yourself you didn’t even know existed.


  When you don’t fit in, you become superhuman. You can feel everyone else’s eyes on you, stuck like Velcro. You can hear a whisper about you from a mile away. You can disappear, even when it looks like you’re still standing right there. You can scream, and nobody hears a sound.


  You become the mutant who fell into the vat of acid, the Joker who can’t remove his mask, the bionic man who’s missing all his limbs and none of his heart.


  You are the thing that used to be normal, but that was so long ago, you can’t even remember what it was like.


  Six Years Before


  Peter knew he was doomed, the first day of sixth grade, when his mother presented him with a gift over breakfast. “I know how much you wanted one,” she said, and she waited for him to open the wrapping paper.


  Inside was a three-ring binder with a graphic of Superman on the cover. And he had wanted one. Three years ago, when that was a cool thing to have.


  He had managed a smile. “Thanks, Mom,” he said, and she beamed at him, while he imagined all the ways carrying this totally stupid notebook would be used against him.


  Josie, as usual, had come to his rescue. She told the school custodian that her bike handlebars were all screwed up and that she needed some duct tape to jury-rig it until she got home. In reality, she didn’t bike to school—she walked with Peter, who lived a little farther out of town but picked her up along the way. Although they never saw each other outside of school—and hadn’t in years, thanks to some blowout fight between his mother and hers that neither of them could really remember the details about—Josie still hung out with Peter. And thank God for that, because no one else really did. They sat together during lunch, they read each other’s rough drafts in English, they were always each other’s lab partners. Summers were always tough. They could email, and every now and then they saw each other at the town pond, but that was about it. And then, come September, they fell back in step as if they’d never missed a beat. That, Peter figured, was the very definition of a best friend.


  Today, thanks to the Superman binder, they’d started off the year with a crisis. With Josie’s help, he’d made a slipcover of sorts from the tape and an old newspaper they stole from the science lab. He could take it off when he was home, she reasoned, so that his mother wouldn’t be offended.


  The sixth graders had lunch fourth period, when it was only 11:00 a.m., but by that point it felt like they hadn’t eaten in months. Josie bought—her mother’s cooking skills, she said, were limited to writing a check to the cafeteria ladies—and Peter stood beside her in the snaking line to pick up a carton of milk. His mother would have packed him a sandwich with the crusts cut off, a bag of carrot sticks, an organic fruit that might or might not be bruised.


  Peter slid his binder onto the cafeteria tray, embarrassed even though it was still covered up by the newspaper. He popped a straw into his milk carton. “You know, it shouldn’t make a difference what binder you’ve got,” Josie said. “What do you care what they think?”


  As they headed into the lunchroom, Drew Girard slammed into Peter. “Watch where you’re going, retard,” Drew said, but it was too late—Peter had already dropped his tray.


  His milk spilled all over his splayed binder, melting the newspaper into a muddy clot and revealing the Superman graphic beneath it.


  Drew started to laugh. “Are you wearing your Underoos, too, Houghton?”


  “Shut up, Drew.”


  “Or what? Will you melt me with your X-ray vision?”


  Mrs. McDonald, the art teacher who was patrolling the lunchroom—and who Josie swore she’d once caught sniffing glue in the supply closet—took a halfhearted step forward. By seventh grade, there were kids like Drew and Matt Royston who were taller than the teachers and had deep voices and were shaving; but there were also kids like Peter, who prayed every night that puberty would hit but hadn’t seen any viable signs yet. “Peter, why don’t you just go take a seat...” Mrs. McDonald sighed. “Drew will bring you another carton of milk.”


  Probably poisoned, Peter thought. He started mopping off his binder with a wad of napkins. Even after it dried, it would reek, now. Maybe he could tell his mother that he’d spilled his milk on it at lunch. It was the truth, after all, even if he’d had a little help doing it. And it just might be enough incentive for her to buy him a new, normal notebook, one like everyone else’s.


  Inside, Peter was grinning: Drew Girard had actually just done him a favor.


  “Drew,” the teacher said. “I meant now.”


  As Drew took a step toward the interior of the cafeteria toward the pyramid of milk cartons, Josie stuck out her foot surreptitiously so that he tripped, landing flat on his face. In the lunchroom, other kids started to laugh. That was the way this society worked: you were only at the bottom of the totem pole until you could find someone else to take your place. “Watch out for kryptonite,” Josie whispered, just loud enough for Peter to hear.


  ***


  The two best things about being a district court judge, in Alex’s mind, were, first, being able to address people’s problems and make them feel as if they are being listened to, and second, the intellectual challenge. You had so many factors to balance when you were making decisions: the victims, the police, law enforcement, society. And all of them had to be considered in the context of precedent.


  The worst part of the job was that you couldn’t give people what they really needed when they came to court: for a defendant—the sentencing that would really offer treatment, instead of a punishment. For a victim—an apology.


  Today there was a girl standing in front of her who wasn’t much older than Josie. She was wearing a NASCAR jacket and a black pleated skirt, and had blond hair and acne. Alex had seen kids like her, hanging out in parking lots after the Mall of New Hampshire was closed for the night, spinning 360s in their boyfriends’ I-Rocs. She wondered what this girl would have been like if she’d grown up with a judge for a mother. She wondered if, at some point, this girl had played with stuffed animals underneath the kitchen table and read books beneath her covers with a flashlight when she was supposed to be going to bed. It never failed to amaze Alex how, with the brush of a hand, the track of someone’s life might veer in a completely different direction.


  The girl had been charged with receiving stolen property—a $500 gold necklace that her boyfriend gave her. Alex looked down at her from the bench. There was a reason it was up so high in a courtroom—it had nothing to do with logistics and everything to do with intimidation. “Are you knowingly, voluntarily, and intelligently waiving your rights? And you understand that by pleading guilty, you’re admitting to the truth of the charge?”


  The girl blinked. “I didn’t know it was stolen. I thought it was a present from Hap.”


  “If you read the face of the complaint, it says you’re charged with knowingly receiving this necklace, knowing it was stolen. If you didn’t know it was stolen, you have the right to go to trial. You have the right to mount a defense. You have the right to have me appoint a lawyer to represent you because you are charged with a Class A misdemeanor and this is punishable by up to a year in jail and a $2,000 fine. You have a right to have the prosecution prove its case beyond a reasonable doubt. You have the right to see, hear, and question all the witnesses against you. You have the right to have me subpoena into court any evidence and/or witnesses in your favor. You have the right to appeal your decision to the Supreme Court, or the Superior Court for a jury trial de novo if I make an error of law or if you don’t agree with my decision. By pleading guilty, you give up these rights.”


  The girl swallowed. “Well,” she repeated. “I did pawn it.”


  “That’s not the essence of the charge,” Alex explained. “The essence of the charge is that you took that necklace even after you knew it was stolen.”


  “But I want to plead guilty,” the girl said.


  “You’re telling me you didn’t do what the charge said you did. You can’t plead guilty to something you didn’t do.”


  In the rear of the courtroom, a woman stood up. She looked like a poorly aged carbon copy of the defendant. “I told her to plead not guilty,” the girl’s mother said. “She came here today and she was going to do that, but then the prosecutor said she’d get a better deal if she said she was guilty.”


  The prosecutor sprung out of his chair like a jack-in-the-box. “I never said that, Your Honor. I told her what the deal on the table was, today, if she was pleading guilty, plain and simple. And that if she pled not guilty instead and went to trial, the deal was off the table and Your Honor would make the decision that you wanted to make.”


  Alex tried to imagine what it would be like to be this girl, completely overwhelmed by the massive stature of this legal system, unable to speak its language. She would look at the prosecutor and see Monty Hall. Do you take the money? Or do you choose Door Number One—which might reveal a convertible, or might reveal a chicken?


  This girl had taken the money.


  Alex motioned the prosecutor to approach the bench. “Do you have any evidence from your investigation to prove she knew it was stolen?”


  “Yes, Your Honor.” He produced the police report and handed it over. Alex scanned it—there was no way, given what she’d said to the cops and how they’d recorded it, that she hadn’t known it was stolen.


  Alex turned to the girl. “Based on the facts of the police report, coupled with the offer of proof, I find that there’s a basis for your plea. There’s enough evidence here to substantiate the fact that you knew this necklace was stolen, and you took it anyway.”


  “I don’t... I don’t understand,” the girl said.


  “It means I’ll take your plea, if you still want me to. But,” Alex added, “first you have to tell me that you’re guilty.”


  Alex watched the girl’s mouth tighten and start to tremble. “Okay,” she whispered. “I did it.”


  ***


  It was one of those incredibly beautiful autumn days, the kind when you drag your feet on the sidewalk in the morning as you walk to school because you cannot believe you have to waste eight hours there. Josie was sitting in math class, staring at the blue of the sky—cerulean, that was a vocabulary word this week, and just saying it made Josie feel like her mouth was full of ice crystals. She could hear the seventh graders playing Capture the Flag in gym class in the recess yard, and the drone of the lawn mower as the custodian moved past their window. A piece of paper was dropped over her shoulder, into her lap. Josie unfolded it, read Peter’s note.


  Why do we always have to solve for x? Why can’t x do it himself and spare us the HELL!!!!!


  She turned around, giving him a half-smile. Actually, she liked math. She loved knowing that if she worked hard enough, at the end there was going to be an answer that made sense.


  She didn’t fit in with the popular crowd at school because she was a straight-A student. Peter was different—he got B’s and C’s, and once a D. He didn’t fit in either, but it wasn’t because he was a brain. It was because he was Peter.


  If there was a totem pole of unpopularity, Josie knew she still ranked relatively higher than some. Every now and then she wondered if she hung out with Peter because she enjoyed his company or because being with him made her feel better about herself.


  While the class worked on the review sheet, Mrs. Rasmussin surfed the Internet. It was a schoolwide joke—who could catch her buying a pair of pants from Gap.com, or reading soap opera fansites. One kid swore he’d found her looking at porn one day when he went to her desk to ask a question.


  Josie finished early, as usual, and looked up to see Mrs. Rasmussin at her computer... but there were tears streaming down her cheeks, in that strange way that happens when people do not even realize they are crying.


  She stood up and walked out of the room without even saying a word to the class about being quiet in her absence.


  The minute she left, Peter tapped on Josie’s shoulder. “What’s wrong with her?”


  Before Josie could answer, Mrs. Rasmussin returned. Her face was as white as marble, and her lips were pressed together like a seam. “Class,” she said, “something terrible has happened.”


  ***


  In the media center, where the middle school students had been herded, the principal told them what he knew: two planes had crashed into the World Trade Center. Another one had just crashed into the Pentagon. The south tower of the World Trade Center had collapsed.


  The librarian had set up a television so that they could all watch the unfolding coverage. Even though they had been pulled out of class—usually a cause for celebration—it was so quiet in that library that Peter could hear his own heart pounding. He looked around the walls of the room, at the sky outside the windows. This school wasn’t a safety zone. Nothing was, no matter what you’d been told.


  Was this what it felt like to be at war?


  Peter stared at the screen. People were sobbing and screaming in New York City, but you could barely see because of the dust and smoke in the air. There were fires everywhere, and the ululations of screaming fire engines and car alarms. It looked nothing like the New York Peter remembered the one time he’d vacationed there with his parents. They’d gone to the top of the Empire State Building and they were planning to have a fancy dinner at Windows on the World, but then Joey had gotten sick from eating too much popcorn and instead they’d headed back to the hotel.


  Mrs. Rasmussin had left school for the day. Her brother was a bond trader in the World Trade Center.


  Had been.


  Josie was sitting next to Peter. Even with a few inches of space separating their chairs, he could feel her shaking. “Peter,” she whispered, horrified, “there’s people jumping.”


  He couldn’t see as well as she could, even with his glasses, but when he squinted he could tell Josie was right. It made his chest hurt to watch, as if his ribs were suddenly a size too small. What kind of person would do that?


  He answered his own question: The kind who doesn’t see any other way out.


  “Do you think they could get us here?” Josie whispered.


  Peter glanced at her. He wished he knew what to say to make her feel better, but the truth was, he didn’t feel all that great himself and he didn’t know if there were even any words in the English language to take away this kind of stunning shock, this understanding that the world isn’t the place you thought it was.


  He turned back to the screen so that he didn’t have to answer Josie. More people leaped out of the windows of the north tower; then there was a massive roar as if the ground itself were opening its jaws. When the building collapsed, Peter let out the breath he’d been holding—relieved, because now he couldn’t see anything at all.


  ***


  The switchboards to the schools were completely jammed, and so parents fell into two categories: the ones who didn’t want to scare their kids to death by showing up at school and shepherding them into a basement bunker, and those who wanted to ride out this tragedy with their children close at hand.


  Lacy Houghton and Alex Cormier both fell into the latter category, and both arrived at the school simultaneously. They parked beside each other in the bus circle and got out of their cars, and only then recognized each other—they had not seen each other since the day Alex marched her daughter out of Lacy’s basement, where the guns were kept. “Is Peter—” Alex began.


  “I don’t know. Josie?”


  “I’m here to get her.”


  They went into the main office together, and were directed down the hall to the media center. “I can’t believe they’re letting them watch the news,” Lacy said, running beside Alex.


  “They’re old enough to understand what’s happening,” Alex said.


  Lacy shook her head. “I’m not old enough to understand what’s happening.”


  The media center was spread with students—on chairs, on tables, sprawled on the floor. It took Alex a moment to realize what was so unnatural about the crowd: no one was making a sound. Even the teachers stood with their hands over their mouths, as if they were afraid to let out any of the emotion, because once the floodgates opened, everything else in their path would be swept away.


  In the front of the room was a single television, and every eye was on it. Alex spotted Josie because she had stolen one of Alex’s headbands—a leopard print. “Josie,” she called, and her daughter whipped around, then nearly climbed over other kids in her effort to reach Alex.


  Josie hit her like a hurricane, all emotion and fury, but Alex knew that somewhere inside was the eye of that storm. And then, like any force of nature, you had to brace yourself for another onslaught before things went back to normal. “Mommy,” she sobbed. “Is it over?”


  Alex didn’t know what to say. As the parent, she was supposed to have all the answers, but she didn’t. She was supposed to be able to keep her daughter safe, but she couldn’t promise that either. She had to put on a brave face and tell Josie it was going to be fine, when she really didn’t know that herself. Even driving here from court, she had been aware of the fragility of the roads beneath her wheels, of the divider of sky that could so easily be breached. She passed wells and thought about drinking-water contamination; she wondered how far away the closest nuclear power plant was.


  And yet, she had spent years being the judge others expected her to be—someone cool and collected, someone who could reach conclusions without getting hysterical. She could certainly put on that demeanor for her daughter, too.


  “We’re fine,” Alex said calmly. “It’s over.” She did not know that even as she spoke, a fourth plane was crashing into a field in Pennsylvania. She did not realize that her fierce grip on Josie contradicted her words.


  Over Josie’s shoulder Alex nodded to Lacy Houghton, who was leaving with her two sons in tow. With some shock she realized Peter was tall now, nearly as tall as a man.


  How many years had it been since she’d seen him?


  You could lose track of someone when you blinked, Alex realized. She vowed not to let that happen to her and her daughter. Because when it came down to it, being a judge didn’t matter nearly as much as being a mother. When Alex’s clerk had told her the news about the World Trade Center, her first thought had not been for her constituents... only for Josie.


  For a few weeks, Alex held to her promises. She rearranged her docket so that she was home when Josie got there; she left legal briefs in the office instead of bringing them home to read on weekends; every night, over dinner, they talked—not just chatter, but real conversation: about why To Kill a Mockingbird might very well be the best book ever written; about how you could tell if you’d fallen in love; even about Josie’s father. But then, one week, a particularly knotty case had her staying late at the office. And Josie started being able to sleep through the night again, instead of waking up screaming. Part of going back to normal meant erasing the boundaries of what was abnormal, and within a few months, the way Alex had felt on 9/11 was slowly forgotten, like a tide washing out a message she’d once scrawled on the sand.


  ***


  Peter hated soccer, but he was on the middle school team. They had an anyone-can-play policy, so that even kids who might not normally make varsity or JV or—who was he kidding? the team, period—could join. It was this—plus his mother’s belief that part of fitting in meant being in the crowd to begin with—that led him to a season of afternoon practices where he found himself doing passing drills and running after the ball more often than he returned it; and games twice a week where he warmed middle school soccer field benches all over Grafton County.


  There was only one thing Peter hated more than soccer, and that was getting dressed for it. After school, he’d purposely find something to do at his locker, or a question to ask a teacher, so that he wound up in the locker room after most of his teammates were outside stretching and warming up. Then, in a corner section, Peter would strip without having to listen to anyone make fun of the way his chest sort of caved in at the bottom, or having the elastic of his boxers twisted to give him a wedgie. They called him Peter Homo, instead of Peter Houghton, and even when he was the only one in the locker room he could still hear the slap of their high-fives and the laughter that rolled toward him like an oil slick.


  After practice, he usually was able to do something that ensured he would be the last one in the locker room—picking up the practice balls, asking the coach a question about an upcoming game, even retying his cleats. If he was really lucky, by the time he reached the showers, everyone else would already have left for home. But today, just as practice had ended, a thunderstorm had rolled in. The coach herded all the kids off the field and into the locker room.


  Peter walked slowly into his corner bank of lockers. Several guys were already headed to the showers, towels wrapped around their waists. Drew, for one, and his friend Matt Royston. They were laughing as they walked, punching each other in the arms to see who could land the harder hit.


  Peter turned his back to the other locker sections and skimmed off his uniform, then covered himself quickly with a towel. His heart was pounding. He could already imagine what everyone else saw when they looked at him, because he saw it, too, in the mirror: skin white as the belly of a fish; knobs sticking out of his spine and collarbones. Arms without a single rope of muscle.


  The last thing Peter did was take off his glasses and put them on the shelf of his open locker. It made everything blissfully fuzzy.


  He ducked his head and walked into the shower, pulling off his towel at the last possible minute. Matt and Drew were already soaping themselves up. Peter let the spray hit him in the forehead. He imagined being an adventurer on some wild white river, being pummeled by a waterfall as he was sucked into a vortex.


  When he wiped his eyes and turned around, he could see the blurred edges of the bodies that were Matt and Drew. And the dark patch between their legs—pubic hair.


  Peter didn’t have any yet.


  Matt suddenly twisted sideways. “Jesus Christ. Stop looking at my dick.”


  “Fucking fag,” Drew said.


  Peter immediately turned away. What if it turned out they were right? What if that was the reason his gaze had fallen right there at that moment? Worse, what if he got hard right now, which was happening more and more lately?


  That would mean he was gay, wouldn’t it?


  “I wasn’t looking at you,” Peter blurted. “I can’t see anything.”


  Drew’s laughter bounced against the tile walls of the shower. “Maybe your dick’s too small, Mattie.”


  Suddenly Matt had Peter by the throat. “I don’t have my glasses on,” Peter choked out. “That’s why.”


  Matt let go, shoving Peter against the wall, then stalked out of the shower. He reached over and plucked Peter’s towel from a hook, tossing it into the spray. It fell, soaked, to cover the central drain.


  Peter picked it up and wrapped it around his waist. The cotton was sopping wet, and he was crying, but he thought maybe people couldn’t tell because the rest of him was dripping, too. Everyone was staring.


  When he was around Josie, he didn’t feel anything—didn’t want to kiss her or hold her hand or anything like that. He didn’t think he felt those things about guys, either; but surely you had to be gay or straight. You couldn’t be neither.


  He hurried to the corner bank of lockers and found Matt standing in front of his. Peter squinted, trying to see what Matt was holding, and then he heard it: Matt took his glasses, slammed the locker door on them, and let the mangled frames drop to the floor. “Now you can’t look at me,” he said, and he walked away.


  Peter knelt down on the floor, trying to pick up the broken pieces of glass. Because he couldn’t see, he cut his hand. He sat, cross-legged, with the towel puddled in his lap. He brought his palm closer to his face, until everything was clear.


  ***


  In her dream, Alex was walking down Main Street stark naked. She went into the bank and deposited a check. “Your Honor,” the teller said, smiling. “Isn’t it beautiful out today?”


  Five minutes later, she went into the coffee shop and ordered a latte with skim milk. The barista was a girl with improbable purple hair and a straight piercing that went across the bridge of her nose at the level of her eyebrows; when Josie was little and they’d come here, Alex would have to tell her not to stare. “Would you like biscotti with that, Judge?” the barista asked.


  She went into the bookstore, the pharmacy, and the gas station, and in each place, she could feel people staring at her. She knew she was naked. They knew she was naked. But no one said anything until she got to the post office. The postal clerk in Sterling was an old man who had been working there, probably, since the changeover from the Pony Express. He handed Alex a roll of stamps, and then furtively covered her hand with his own. “Ma’am, it might not be my place to say so...”


  Alex lifted her gaze, waited.


  The worry lines on the clerk’s forehead smoothed. “But that’s a beautiful dress you’ve got on, Your Honor,” he said.


  ***


  Her patient was screaming. Lacy could hear the girl sobbing all the way down the hall. She ran as fast as she could, turning the corner and entering the hospital room.


  Kelly Gamboni was twenty-one years old, orphaned, and had an IQ of 79. She had been gang-raped by three high school boys who were now awaiting trial at a juvy facility in Concord. Kelly lived at a group home for Catholics, so abortion was never an option. But now, an ER doctor had deemed it medically necessary to induce Kelly, at thirty-six weeks. She lay in the hospital bed with a nurse trying ineffectually to comfort her, as Kelly clutched a teddy bear. “Daddy,” she cried, to a parent who had died years ago. “Take me home. Daddy, it hurts!”


  The doctor walked into the room, and Lacy rounded on him.


  “How dare you,” she said. “This is my patient.”


  “Well, she was brought into the ER and became mine,” the doctor countered.


  Lacy looked at Kelly and then walked into the hall; it would do Kelly no good to have them fighting in front of her. “She came in complaining of wetting her underwear for two days. The exam was consistent with premature rupture of membranes,” the doctor said. “She’s afebrile and the fetal monitor tracing is reactive. It’s completely reasonable to induce. And she signed off on the consent form.”


  “It may be reasonable, but it’s not advisable. She’s mentally retarded. She doesn’t know what’s happening to her right now; she’s terrified. And she certainly doesn’t have the ability to consent.” Lacy turned on her heel. “I’m calling psych.”


  “Like hell you are,” the doctor said, grabbing her arm.


  “Let go of me!”


  They were still screaming at each other five minutes later when the psych consult arrived. The boy who stood in front of Lacy looked to be about Joey’s age. “You’ve got to be kidding,” the doctor said, the first comment he’d made that she agreed with.


  They both followed the shrink into Kelly’s room. By now, the girl was curled into a ball around her belly, whimpering. “She needs an epidural,” Lacy muttered.


  “It’s not safe to give one at two centimeters,” the doctor argued.


  “I don’t care. She needs one.”


  “Kelly?” the psychiatrist said, squatting down in front of her. “Do you know what a C-section is?”


  “Uh-huh,” Kelly groaned.


  The psychiatrist stood up. “She’s capable of consent, unless a court’s ruled otherwise.”


  Lacy’s jaw dropped. “That’s it?”


  “I have six other consults waiting for me,” the psychiatrist snapped. “Sorry to disappoint you.”


  Lacy yelled after him. “I’m not the one you’re disappointing!” She sank down beside Kelly and squeezed her hand. “It’s okay. I’m going to take care of you.” She winged a prayer to whoever might move the mountains that could be men’s hearts. Then she lifted her face to the doctor’s. “First do no harm,” she said softly.


  The doctor pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’ll get her an epidural,” he sighed; and only then did Lacy realize she had been holding her breath.


  ***


  The last place Josie wanted to go was out to dinner with her mother, so that she could spend three hours watching maître d’s and chefs and other guests suck up to her. This was Josie’s birthday celebration, so she didn’t really understand why she couldn’t just demand take-out Chinese and a video. But her mother was insisting that it wouldn’t be a celebration if they just stayed at home, and so here she was, trailing after her mother like a lady-in-waiting.


  She’d been counting. There were four Nice to see you, Your Honors. Three Yes, Your Honors. Two My pleasure, Your Honors. And one For Your Honor, we have the best table in the house. Sometimes Josie read about celebrities in People magazine who were always getting handouts from purse companies and shoe stores and free tickets to opening nights on Broadway and Yankee Stadium—when you got right down to it, her mother was a celebrity in the town of Sterling.


  “I cannot believe,” her mother said, “that I have a twelve-year-old.”


  “Is that my cue to say something like, you must have been a child prodigy?”


  Her mother laughed. “Well, that would work.”


  “I’m going to be driving in three and a half years,” Josie pointed out.


  Her mother’s fork clattered against the plate. “Thanks for that.”


  The waiter came over to the table. “Your Honor,” he said, setting a platter of caviar down in front of Josie’s mother, “the chef would like you to have this appetizer with his compliments.”


  “That’s so gross. Fish eggs?”


  “Josie!” Her mother smiled stiffly at the waiter. “Please thank the chef.”


  She could feel her mother’s eyes on her as she picked at her food. “What?” she challenged.


  “Well, you sounded like a spoiled brat, that’s all.”


  “Why? Because I don’t like fish embryos sitting under my nose? You don’t eat them either. I was at least being honest.”


  “And I was being discreet,” her mother said. “Don’t you think that the waiter is going to tell the chef that Judge Cormier’s daughter is a piece of work?”


  “Like I care?”


  “I do. What you do reflects on me, and I have a reputation I have to protect.”


  “As what? A suck-up?”


  “As someone who’s above criticism both in and out of the courtroom.”


  Josie tilted her head to one side. “What if I did something bad?”


  “Bad? How bad?”


  “Let’s say I was smoking pot,” Josie said.


  Her mother froze. “Is there something you want to tell me, Josie?”


  “God, Mom, I’m not doing it. This is hypothetical.”


  “Because you know, now that you’re in middle school, you’re going to start coming across kids who do things that are dangerous—or just plain stupid—and I would hope you’d be—”


  “—strong enough to know better than that,” Josie finished, echoing her in a singsong. “Yeah. Got it. But what if, Mom? What if you came home and found me getting stoned in the living room? Would you turn me in?”


  “What do you mean, turn you in?”


  “Call the cops. Hand over my stash.” Josie grinned. “Of hash.”


  “No,” her mother said. “I would not report you.”


  Josie used to think, when she was younger, that she would grow up to look like her mother—fine-boned, dark-haired, light-eyed. The combination of elements were all there in her features, but as she’d gotten older, she started to look like someone else entirely—someone she had never met. Her father.


  She wondered if her father—like Josie herself—could memorize things in a snap and picture them on the page just by closing his eyes. She wondered if her father sang off key and liked to watch scary movies. She wondered if he had the straight slash of eyebrows, so different from her mother’s delicate arches.


  She wondered, period.


  “If you didn’t report me because I’m your daughter,” Josie said, “then you’re not really being fair, are you?”


  “I’d be acting like a parent, not a judge.” Her mother reached across the table and put her hand on Josie’s, which felt weird—her mother wasn’t one of these touchy-feely types. “Josie, you can come to me, you know. If you need to talk, I’m there to listen. You’re not going to get into legal trouble, no matter what you tell me—not if it’s about you, not even if it’s about your friends.”


  To be perfectly honest, Josie didn’t have many of those. There was Peter, who she’d known forever—although Peter no longer came to her house and vice versa, they still hung out together in school, and he was the last person in the world Josie could ever imagine doing anything illegal. She knew that one of the reasons other girls excluded Josie was because she always stuck up for Peter, but she told herself that it didn’t matter. She didn’t really want to be surrounded by people who only cared about what happened on One Life to Live and who saved their babysitting money to go to The Limited; they seemed so fake sometimes that Josie thought if she poked one of them with a sharp pencil they’d burst like a balloon.


  So what if she and Peter weren’t popular? She was always telling Peter it didn’t matter; she might as well start to believe it herself.


  Josie pulled her hand away from her mother and pretended to be fascinated by her cream of asparagus soup. There was something about asparagus that she and Peter found hilarious. They’d done an experiment, once, to see how much you had to eat before your pee smelled weird, and it was less than two bites, swear to God.


  “Stop using your Judge Voice,” Josie said.


  “My what?”


  “Your Judge Voice. It’s the one you use when you answer the phone. Or when you’re out in public. Like now.”


  Her mother frowned. “That’s crazy. It’s the same voice I—”


  The waiter glided over, as if he were skating across the dining room. “I don’t mean to interrupt... is everything to your liking, Your Honor?”


  Without missing a beat, her mother turned her face up to the waiter. “It’s gorgeous,” she said, and she smiled until he walked away. Then she turned to Josie. “It’s the same voice I always use.”


  Josie looked at her, and then at the waiter’s back. “Maybe it is,” she said.


  ***


  The other kid on the soccer team who would rather have been anywhere else was named Derek Markowitz. He’d introduced himself to Peter when they were sitting on the bench during a game against North Haverhill. “Who forced you to play?” Derek had asked, and Peter had told him his mother. “Mine too,” Derek admitted. “She’s a nutritionist and she’s nuts about fitness.”


  At dinner, Peter would tell his parents that practice was going fine. He made up stories based on plays he’d seen other kids execute—athletic feats that he himself could never have done. He did this so that he could see his mother glance at Joey and say things like, “Guess there’s more than one athlete in this family.” When they came to cheer him on during games, and Peter never left the bench, he said it was because Coach played his favorites; and in a way, that was true.


  Like Peter, Derek was just about the worst soccer player on the planet. He was so fair that his veins looked like a road map underneath his skin, and he had such pale hair that you had to search hard to find his eyebrows. Now, when they were at games, they sat next to each other on the bench. Peter liked him because he smuggled Snickers bars into practice and ate them when Coach wasn’t looking, and because he knew how to tell a good joke: Why did the ref stop the leper hockey game? There was a face-off in the corner. What’s more fun than stapling Drew Girard to a wall? Ripping him off. It got to the point where Peter actually was looking forward to soccer practice, just to hear what Derek had to say—although then Peter began to worry again if he liked Derek just because he was Derek, or because Peter was gay; and then he’d sit a little farther away, or tell himself that no matter what, he wouldn’t look Derek in the eye for the whole practice, so that he didn’t get the wrong idea.


  They were sitting on the bench one Friday afternoon, watching everyone else play Rivendell. Sterling was expected to be able to kick their collective ass with their eyes closed (not that that was reason enough for the coach to put Peter or Derek in to actually play during a real league game). The score was climbing to something humiliating in the last minute of the final quarter—Sterling 24, Rivendell 2—and Derek was telling Peter another joke.


  “A pirate walks into a bar with a parrot on his shoulder, a peg leg, and a steering wheel on his pants,” Derek said. “The bartender says, ‘Hey, you’ve got a steering wheel on your pants.’ And the pirate goes, ‘Arrrgh, I know. It’s driving me nuts.’”


  “Good game,” the coach said, congratulating each of the players with a handshake. “Good game. Good game.”


  “You coming?” Derek asked, standing up.


  “I’ll meet you in there,” Peter said, and as he leaned down to retie his cleats he saw a pair of lady’s shoes stop in front of him—a pair he recognized, because he was always tripping over them in the mudroom.


  “Hi, baby,” his mother said, smiling down.


  Peter choked. What middle school kid had Mommy come to pick him up right at the field, as if he were leaving nursery school and needed a hand crossing the street?


  “Just give me a second, Peter,” his mother said.


  He glanced up long enough to see that the team had not gone into the locker room, as usual, but hung around to watch this latest humiliation. Just when he thought it couldn’t get any worse, his mother marched up to the coach. “Coach Yarbrowski,” she said. “Could I have a word?”


  Kill me now, Peter thought.


  “I’m Peter’s mother. And I’m wondering why you don’t play my son during the games.”


  “It’s a matter of teamwork, Mrs. Houghton, and I’m just giving Peter the chance to come up to speed with some of the other—”


  “It’s halfway through the season, and my son has just as much right to play on this soccer team as any of the other boys.”


  “Mom,” Peter interrupted, wishing that there were earthquakes in New Hampshire, that a ravine would open under her feet and swallow her mid-sentence. “Stop.”


  “It’s all right, Peter. I’m taking care of it.”


  The coach pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’ll put Peter in on Monday’s game, Mrs. Houghton, but it isn’t going to be pretty.”


  “It doesn’t have to be pretty. It just has to be fun.” She turned around and smiled, clueless, at Peter. “Right?”


  Peter could barely hear her. Shame was a shot that rang in his ears, broken only by the buzz of his teammates. His mother squatted down in front of him. He had never really understood what it meant to love someone and hate them at the same time, but now he was starting to get it. “Once he sees you on that field, you’ll be playing first string.” She patted his knee. “I’ll wait for you in the parking lot.”


  The other players laughed as he pushed past them. “Mama’s boy,” they said. “Does she fight all your battles, homo?”


  In the locker room, he sat down and pulled off his cleats. He had a hole in the toe of one sock, and he stared at it as if he were truly amazed by that fact, instead of because he was trying so hard not to cry.


  He nearly jumped out of his skin when he felt someone sit down beside him. “Peter,” Derek said. “You okay?”


  Peter tried to say yes, but just couldn’t get the lie through his throat.


  “What’s the difference between this team and a porcupine?” Derek asked.


  Peter shook his head.


  “A porcupine has pricks on the outside.” Derek grinned. “See you Monday.”


  ***


  Courtney Ignatio was a spaghetti-strap girl. That’s what Josie called that posse, for lack of a better term—the girls who wore belly-baring tanks and who, during the student-run recitals, made up dances to the songs “Bootylicious” and “Lady Marmalade.” Courtney had been the first seventh grader to get a cell phone. It was pink, and sometimes it even rang in class, but teachers never got angry at her.


  When she was paired with Courtney in social studies to make a timeline of the American Revolution, Josie had groaned—she was sure she’d be pulling all the weight. But Courtney had invited her over to work on the project, and Josie’s mother told her that if she didn’t go, she would be stuck doing all the work, so now she was sitting on Courtney’s bed, eating chocolate chip cookies and organizing note cards.


  “What?” Courtney said, standing in front of her with her hands on her hips.


  “What what?”


  “Why do you have that look on your face?”


  Josie shrugged. “Your room. It’s totally different than mine.”


  Courtney glanced around, as if seeing her bedroom for the first time. “Different how?”


  Courtney had a wild purple shag rug and beaded lamps strung with gauzy silk scarves for atmosphere. An entire dresser top was dedicated to makeup. A poster of Johnny Depp hung on the back of her door, and a shelf sported a state-of-the-art stereo system. She had her own DVD player.


  Josie’s room, in comparison, was spartan. She had a bookshelf, a desk, a dresser, and a bed. Her comforter looked like an old-lady quilt, compared to Courtney’s satin one. If Josie had any style at all, it was Early American Dork.


  “Just different,” Josie said.


  “My mom’s a decorator. She thinks this is what every teenage girl dreams of.”


  “Do you?”


  Courtney shrugged. “I kind of think it looks like a bordello, but I don’t want to ruin it for her. Let me just go get my binder, and we can start...”


  When she left to go back downstairs, Josie found herself staring into the mirror. Drawn forward to the dresser with makeup on it, she found herself picking up tubes and bottles that were completely unfamiliar. Her mother rarely wore any makeup—maybe lipstick, but that was it. Josie lifted a mascara wand and unscrewed the cap, ran her finger over the black bristles. She uncapped a bottle of perfume and sniffed.


  In the reflection of the mirror, she watched the girl who looked just like her take a tube of lipstick—“Positively Hot!” the label read—and apply it. It put a bloom of color in her face; it brought her to life.


  Was it really that easy to become someone else?


  “What are you doing?”


  Josie jumped at the sound of Courtney’s voice. She watched in the mirror as Courtney came forward and took the lipstick out of her hands.


  “I... I’m sorry,” Josie stammered.


  To her surprise, Courtney Ignatio grinned. “Actually,” she said, “it suits you.”


  ***


  Joey got better grades than his younger brother; he was a better athlete than Peter. He was funnier; he had more common sense; he could draw more than a straight line; he was the one people gravitated toward at a party. There was only one thing, as far as Peter could tell (and he’d been counting), that Joey could not do, and that was stand the sight of blood.


  When Joey was seven and his best friend went over the handlebars of his bike and opened a cut over his forehead, it was Joey who passed out. When a medical show was on television, he had to leave the room. Because of this, he’d never gone hunting with his father, although Lewis had promised his boys that as soon as they turned twelve, they were old enough to come out with him and learn how to shoot.


  It seemed as if Peter had been waiting all fall for this weekend. He had been reading up on the rifle his father was going to let him use—a Winchester Model 94 lever action 30-30 that had been his father’s, before the purchase of the bolt-action Remington 721 30.06 he used now to hunt deer. Now, at 4:30 in the morning, Peter could barely believe he was holding it in his hands, the safety carefully locked. He crept through the woods behind his father, his breath crystallizing in the air.


  It had snowed last night—which was why the conditions were perfect for deer hunting. They’d been out yesterday to find fresh scrapes—spots on live trees where a buck had rubbed his antlers and returned to scrape over and over, marking its territory. Now it was just a matter of finding the same spot and checking for fresh tracks, to see if the buck had come through yet.


  The world was different when there was no one in it. Peter tried to match his father’s footsteps, setting his boot into the print left behind by his father. He pretended he was in the army, on a guerrilla mission. The enemy was right around the corner. At any moment now, he might be surprised into an exchange of fire.


  “Peter,” his father hissed over his shoulder. “Keep your rifle pointed up!”


  They approached the ring of trees where they’d seen the rub. Today, the antler scrapes were fresh, the white flesh of the tree and the pale green strip of peeled bark chafed raw. Peter looked down at his feet. There were three sets of tracks—one much larger than the other two.


  “He’s already been through here,” Peter’s father murmured. “He’s probably following the does.” Deer in rut weren’t as smart as usual—they were so focused on the does they were chasing, they forgot to avoid the humans who might be hunting them.


  Peter and his father walked softly through the woods, following tracks toward the swamp. Suddenly, his father stuck out his hand—a signal to stop. Glancing up, Peter could see two does—one older, one a yearling. His father turned, mouthing, Don’t move.


  When the buck stepped out from behind the tree, Peter stopped breathing. It was massive, majestic. Its thick neck supported the weight of a six-point rack. Peter’s father nodded imperceptibly at the gun. Go ahead.


  Peter fumbled with the rifle, which felt thirty pounds heavier. He lifted it to his shoulder and got the deer in his sights. His pulse was pounding so hard that the gun kept shaking.


  He could hear his father’s instructions as if they were being whispered aloud even now: Shoot underneath the front leg, low on the body. If you hit the heart, you’ll kill it instantly. If you miss the heart, you’ll get the lungs, so it will run for a hundred yards or so and then drop.


  Then the deer turned and looked at him, eyes trained on Peter’s face.


  Peter squeezed the trigger, sending the shot wide.


  On purpose.


  The three deer ducked in unison, unsure of where the danger was. Just as Peter wondered whether or not his father had noticed that he wimped out—or simply assumed Peter was a lousy shot—a second shot rang from his father’s rifle. The does bolted away; the buck dropped like a stone.


  Peter stood over the deer, watching blood pump from its heart. “I didn’t mean to steal your shot,” his father said, “but if you’d reloaded, they would have heard you and run.”


  “No,” Peter said. He could not tear his eyes from the deer. “It’s okay.” Then he vomited into the scrub brush.


  He could hear his father doing something behind him, but he wouldn’t turn around. Instead Peter stared hard at a patch of snow that had already begun to melt. He felt his father approach. Peter could smell the blood on his hands, the disappointment.


  Peter’s father reached out, patting his shoulder. “Next time,” he sighed.


  ***


  Dolores Keating had transferred to the middle school this year in January. She was one of those kids that slipped by unnoticed—not too pretty, not too smart, not a troublemaker. She sat in front of Peter in French class, her ponytail bobbing up and down as she conjugated verbs out loud.


  One day, as Peter was doing his best not to fall asleep to Madame’s recitation of the verb avoir, he noticed that Dolores was sitting in the middle of an ink stain. He thought that was pretty funny, given that she was wearing white pants, and then he realized that it wasn’t ink at all.


  “Dolores has her period!” he cried out loud, out of sheer shock. In a house full of males—with the exception of his mother, of course—menstruation was one of those great mysteries about women, like how do they put on mascara without poking out their eyes and how can they hook a bra behind themselves, without seeing what they’re doing?


  Everyone in the class turned, and Dolores’s face went as scarlet as her pants. Madame ushered her into the hall, suggesting she go to the nurse. On the seat in front of Peter was a small red puddle of blood. Madame called the custodian, but by then, the class was out of control—whispers raging like a brush fire about how much blood there was, how Dolores was now one of the girls that everyone knew had her period.


  “Keating’s bleeding,” Peter said to the kid sitting next to him, whose eyes lit up.


  “Keating’s bleeding,” the boy repeated, and the chant went around the room. Keating’s bleeding. Keating’s bleeding. Across the room, Peter caught Josie’s eye—Josie, who’d started to wear makeup lately. She was singing along with the rest of them.


  Belonging felt like helium; Peter felt himself swell inside. He’d been the one to start this; by drawing a line around Dolores, he’d become part of the inner circle.


  At lunch that day, he was sitting with Josie when Drew Girard and Matt Royston came over with their trays. “We heard that you saw it happen,” Drew said, and they sat down so that Peter could tell them the details. He began embellishing—a teaspoon of blood became a cup; the stain on her white pants grew from a modest spot to a Rorschach blot of enormous proportion. They called over their friends—some who were kids on Peter’s soccer team, yet hadn’t spoken to him all year. “Tell them, too, it’s hilarious,” Matt said, and he smiled at Peter as if Peter were one of them.


  Dolores stayed out of school. Peter knew that it wouldn’t have made any difference if she was gone for a month or more—the memories of sixth graders were steel traps, and for the rest of her high school career, Dolores would always be remembered as the girl who got her period in French class and bled all over the seat.


  The morning that she came back, she stepped off the bus and was immediately flanked by Drew and Matt. “For a woman,” they said, drawing out the words, “you sure don’t have any boobs.” She pushed away from them, and Peter didn’t see her again until French class.


  Someone—he really didn’t know who—had come up with a plan. Madame was always late to class; she had to come from the other end of the school. So before the bell rang, everyone would walk up to Dolores’s desk and hand her a tampon they’d been given by Courtney Ignatio, who’d pilfered a box from her mother.


  Drew was first. As he set the tampon on her desk he said, “I think you might have dropped this.” Six tampons later, the bell still hadn’t rung, and Madame wasn’t in the room yet. Peter walked up, holding the wrapped tube in his fist, ready to drop it—and noticed Dolores was crying.


  It wasn’t loud, and it was barely even visible. But as Peter reached out with the tampon, he suddenly realized that this was what it looked like from the other side, when he was being put through hell.


  Peter crushed the tampon in his fist. “Stop,” he said softly, and then he turned around to the next three students waiting in line to humiliate Dolores. “Just stop already.”


  “What’s your problem, homo?” Drew asked.


  “It’s not funny anymore.”


  Maybe it was never funny. It was just that it hadn’t been him, and that was good enough.


  The boy behind him shoved Peter out of the way and flicked his tampon so that it bounced off Dolores’s head, rolled underneath Peter’s seat. And then it was Josie’s turn.


  She looked at Dolores, and then she looked at Peter. “Don’t,” he murmured.


  Josie pressed her lips together and let the tampon roll from her outstretched fingers onto Dolores’s desk. “Oops,” she said, and when Matt Royston laughed, she went to stand beside him.


  ***


  Peter was lying in wait. Although Josie hadn’t been walking with him for a few weeks now, he knew what she was doing after school—usually strolling into town to get an iced tea with Courtney & Co. and then window-shopping. Sometimes he stood back at a distance and watched her the way you’d stare at a butterfly that you’d only known as a caterpillar, wondering how the hell change could be that dramatic.


  He waited until she’d left the other girls, and then he followed her down the street that led to her house. When he caught up to her and grabbed her arm, she shrieked.


  “God!” she said. “Peter, why don’t you just scare me to death!”


  He had worked out what he was going to ask her in his mind, because words didn’t come easily to him, and he knew that he had to practice them more than others would; but when he had Josie this close, after everything that had happened, every question felt like a slap. Instead, he sank onto the curb, spearing his hands through his hair. “Why?” he asked.


  She sat down next to him, folding her arms over her knees. “I’m not doing it to hurt you.”


  “You’re such a fake with them.”


  “I’m just not the way I am with you,” Josie said.


  “Like I said: fake.”


  “There’s different kinds of real.”


  Peter scoffed. “If that’s what those jerks are teaching you, it’s bullshit.”


  “They’re not teaching me anything,” Josie argued. “I’m there because I like them. They’re fun and funny and when I’m with them—” She broke off abruptly.


  “What?” Peter prompted.


  Josie looked him in the eye. “When I’m with them,” she said, “people like me.”


  Peter guessed change could be that dramatic: in an instant, you could go from wanting to kill someone to wanting to kill yourself.


  “I won’t let them make fun of you anymore,” Josie promised. “That’s a silver lining, right?”


  Peter didn’t respond. This wasn’t about him.


  “I just... I just can’t really hang out with you right now,” Josie explained.


  He lifted his face. “Can’t?”


  Josie stood up, backing away from him. “I’ll see you around, Peter,” she said, and she walked out of his life.


  You can feel people staring; it’s like heat that rises from the pavement during summer, like a poker in the small of your back. You don’t have to hear a whisper, either, to know that it’s about you.


  I used to stand in front of the mirror in the bathroom to see what they were staring at. I wanted to know what made their heads turn, what it was about me that was so incredibly different. At first I couldn’t tell. I mean, I was just me.


  Then one day, when I looked in the mirror, I understood. I looked into my own eyes and I hated myself, maybe as much as all of them did.


  That was the day I started to believe they might be right.


  Ten Days After


  Josie waited until she could no longer hear the television in her mother’s bedroom—Leno, not Letterman—and then rolled onto her side to watch the LED acrobatics of the digital clock. When it was 2:00 a.m., she decided it was safe, and she pulled back her covers and got out of bed.


  She knew how to sneak downstairs. She’d done it a couple of times before, meeting Matt outside in the backyard. One night, he’d texted her on her cell—1/2 2 C U now. She had gone out to him in her pajamas, and for a moment when he touched her she actually thought she would slip through his fingers.


  There was only one landing where the floorboards creaked, and Josie knew enough to step over it. Downstairs, she rummaged through the stack of DVDs for the one she wanted—the one she didn’t want to be caught viewing. Then she turned on the television, muting the sound so low she had to sit right on top of the screen and its built-in speakers to hear.


  The first person shown was Courtney. She held up her hand, blocking whoever had been videotaping. She was laughing, though; her long hair falling over her features like a screen of silk. Offscreen, Brady Pryce’s voice: Give us something for Girls Gone Wild, Court. The camera fuzzed out for a moment, and then there was a close-up of a birthday cake. HAPPY SWEET SIXTEEN, JOSIE. A run of faces, including Haley Weaver’s, singing to her.


  Josie paused the DVD. There was Courtney, and Haley, and Maddie, and John, and Drew. She touched her finger to each of their foreheads, getting a tiny electric shock each time.


  At her birthday party, they’d had a barbecue at Storrs Pond. There were hot dogs and hamburgers and sweet corn. They had forgotten the ketchup and someone had to drive back into town to buy some at a mini-mart. Courtney’s card had been signed BFF, best friends forever, even though Josie knew she’d written the same thing on Maddie’s card a month earlier.


  By the time the screen fuzzed out again and her own face came on, Josie was crying. She knew what was coming; she remembered this part. The camera panned back and there was Matt, his arms around her as she sat on his lap on the sand. He had taken off his shirt, and Josie remembered that his skin had been warm where it pressed up against hers.


  How could you be so alive one moment, and then have everything stop—not just your heart and your lungs, but the way you smiled slowly, the left side of your mouth curling before the right; and the pitch of your voice; and the habit you had of tugging at your hair when you were doing your math homework?


  I can’t live without you, Matt used to say, and now Josie realized he wouldn’t have to.


  She couldn’t stop sobbing, so Josie pushed her fist into her mouth to keep herself from making noise. She watched Matt on the screen the way you might study an animal you had never seen before, if you had to memorize it and tell the world later what you’d found. Matt’s hand splayed across her bare stomach, grazed the edge of her bikini top. She watched herself push him away, blush. “Not here,” her voice said, a funny voice, a voice that didn’t sound like Josie to her own ears. You never did, when you heard yourself on tape.


  “Then let’s go somewhere else,” Matt said.


  Josie ruched up the edge of her pajama top, until she could reach underneath. She spread her own hand across her belly. She edged her thumb up, like Matt had, to the curve of her breast. She tried to pretend it was him.


  He had given her a gold locket for that birthday, one she hadn’t taken off since that day nearly six months ago. Josie was wearing it on the DVD. She remembered that when she’d looked at it in the mirror, Matt’s thumbprint had been on the back, left behind after he clasped it around her neck. That had seemed so intimate, and for a few days, she had done everything she could to keep it from rubbing off.


  On the night that Josie had met Matt out in her own backyard, beneath the moon, he’d laughed at her pajamas, printed all over with pictures of Nancy Drew. What were you doing when I texted you? he asked.


  Sleeping. Why did you have to see me in the middle of the night?


  To make sure you were dreaming about me, he said.


  On the DVD, someone called out Matt’s name. He turned, grinning. His teeth were wolf’s teeth, Josie thought. Sharp, impossibly white. He stamped a kiss on Josie’s mouth. “Be right back,” he said.


  Be right back.


  She pressed Pause again, just as Matt stood up. Then she reached around her neck and ripped the locket off its thin gold chain. She unzipped one of the couch cushions and pushed the necklace deep inside the stuffing.


  She turned off the television. She pretended that Matt would be suspended like that forever, inches away from Josie so that she could still reach out and grab him, even though she knew that the DVD would reset itself even before she left the room.


  ***


  Lacy had known they were out of milk; that morning, as she and Lewis sat like zombies at the kitchen table, she had brought it up:


  I hear it’s going to rain again.


  We’re out of milk.


  Have you heard from Peter’s lawyer?


  It devastated Lacy to know that she could not visit Peter again for another week—jail rules. It killed her to know Lewis hadn’t been there to see him at all yet. How was she supposed to go through the motions of an ordinary day, knowing that her son was sitting in a cell less than twenty miles away?


  There was a point where the events of your life became a tsunami; Lacy knew, because she’d been washed away once before by grief. When that happened, you would find yourself days later on unfamiliar ground, rootless. The only other choice you had was to move to higher ground while you still could.


  Which is why Lacy found herself at a gas station buying a carton of milk, although all gut instinct told her to crawl under the covers and sleep. This was not as easy as it seemed: to get the milk, she had to first back out of her garage with reporters slapping the car windows and blocking her path. She had to elude the news van that followed her to the highway. As a result, she found herself paying for the milk at a service station in Purmort, New Hampshire—one she rarely frequented.


  “That’s $2.59,” the cashier said.


  Lacy opened her wallet and extracted three dollar bills. Then she noticed the small, hand-lettered display at the register. Memorial Fund for the Victims of Sterling High, the sign read, and there was a coffee can to hold the donations.


  She started shaking.


  “I know,” the cashier sympathized. “It’s just tragic, isn’t it?”


  Lacy’s heart was pounding so fiercely she was certain the clerk would hear it.


  “You’ve got to wonder about the parents, don’t you? I mean, how could they not have known?”


  Lacy nodded, afraid that even the sound of her voice would ruin her anonymity. It was almost too easy to agree: Had there ever been a more awful child? A worse mother?


  It was simple to say that behind every terrible child stood a terrible parent, but what about the ones who had done the best they could? What about the ones, like Lacy, who had loved unconditionally, protected ferociously, cherished mightily—and still had raised a murderer?


  I didn’t know, Lacy wanted to say. It’s not my fault.


  But she stayed silent because—truth be told—she wasn’t quite sure she believed that.


  Lacy emptied the contents of her wallet into the coffee can, bills and coins. Numb, she walked out of the gas station, leaving the carton of milk on the counter.


  She had nothing left inside. She’d given it all to her son. And that was the greatest heartbreak of all—no matter how spectacular we want our children to be, no matter how perfect we pretend they are, they are bound to disappoint. As it turns out, kids are more like us than we think: damaged, through and through.


  ***


  Ervin Peabody, the professor of psychiatry at the college, offered to run a grief session for the entire town of Sterling at the white clapboard church in its center. There was a tiny line item in the daily paper and purple flyers posted at the coffee shop and bank, but that was enough to spread the word. By the time the meeting convened at 7:00 p.m., cars were parked as far as a half mile away; people spilled through the open doors of the church onto the street. The press, which had come en masse to cover the meeting, was turned away by a battalion of Sterling policemen.


  Selena pressed the baby closer against her chest as another wave of townspeople pushed past her. “Did you know it was going to be like this?” she whispered to Jordan.


  He shook his head, eyes roaming over the crowd. He recognized some of the same people who’d come to the arraignment, but also a host of other faces that were new, and that wouldn’t have been intimately connected to the high school: the elderly, the college kids, the couples with young babies. They had come because of the ripple effect, because one person’s trauma is another’s loss of innocence.


  Ervin Peabody sat in the front of the room, beside the police chief and the principal of Sterling High. “Hello,” he said, standing up. “We’ve called this session tonight because we’re all still reeling. Nearly overnight, the landscape’s changed around us. We may not have all the answers, but we thought it might be beneficial for us to start to talk about what’s happened. And maybe more importantly, to listen to each other.”


  A man stood up in the second row, holding his jacket in his hands. “I moved here five years ago, because my wife and I wanted to get away from the craziness of New York City. We were starting a family, and were looking for a place that was... well, just a little bit kinder and gentler. I mean, when you drive down the street in Sterling you get honked at by people who know you. You go to the bank and the teller remembers your name. There aren’t places like that in America anymore, and now...” He broke off.


  “And now Sterling’s not one either,” Ervin finished. “I know how difficult it can be when the image you’ve had of something doesn’t match its reality; when the friend beside you turns into a monster.”


  “Monster?” Jordan whispered to Selena.


  “Well, what is he supposed to say? That Peter was a time bomb? That’ll make them all feel safe.”


  The psychiatrist looked out over the crowd. “I think that the very fact that you’re all here tonight shows that Sterling hasn’t changed. It may not ever be normal again, as we know it.... We’re going to have to figure out a new kind of normal.”


  A woman raised her hand. “What about the high school? Are our kids going to have to go back inside there?”


  Ervin glanced at the police chief, the principal. “It’s still the site of an active investigation,” the chief said.


  “We’re hoping to finish out the year in a different location,” the principal added. “We’re in talks with the superintendent’s office in Lebanon, to see if we can use one of their empty schools.”


  Another woman’s voice: “But they’re going to have to go back sometime. My daughter’s only ten, and she’s terrified about walking into that high school, ever. She wakes up in the middle of the night screaming. She thinks there’s someone with a gun there, waiting for her.”


  “Be happy she’s able to have nightmares,” a man replied. He was standing next to Jordan, his arms folded, his eyes a livid red. “Go in there every night, when she cries, and hold her and tell her you’ll keep her safe. Lie to her, just like I did.”


  A murmur rolled through the church, like a ball of yarn being unraveled. That’s Mark Ignatio. The father of one of the dead.


  Just like that, a fault line opened up in Sterling—a ravine so deep and bleak that it would not be bridged for many years. There was already a difference in this town, between those who had lost children and those who still had them to worry about.


  “Some of you knew my daughter Courtney,” Mark said, pushing away from the wall. “Maybe she babysat for your kids. Or served you a burger at the Steak Shack in the summer. Maybe you’d recognize her by sight, because she was a beautiful, beautiful girl.” He turned to the front of the stage. “You want to tell me how I’m supposed to figure out a new kind of normal, Doc? You wouldn’t dare suggest that one day, it gets easier. That I’ll be able to move past this. That I’ll forget my daughter is lying in a grave, while some psychopath is still alive and well.” Suddenly the man turned to Jordan. “How can you live with yourself?” he accused. “How the hell can you sleep at night, knowing you’re defending that sonofabitch?”


  Every eye in the room turned to Jordan. Beside him, he could feel Selena press Sam’s face against her chest, shielding the baby. Jordan opened his mouth to speak, but couldn’t find a single word.


  The sound of boots coming up the aisle distracted him. Patrick Ducharme was headed straight for Mark Ignatio. “I can’t imagine the pain you’re feeling, Mark,” Patrick said, his gaze locked on the grieving man’s. “And I know you have every right to come here and be upset. But the way our country works, someone’s innocent until they’re proven guilty. Mr. McAfee’s just doing his job.” He clapped his hand on Mark’s shoulder and lowered his voice. “Why don’t you and I grab a cup of coffee?”


  As Patrick led Mark Ignatio toward the exit, Jordan remembered what he had wanted to say. “I live here, too,” he began.


  Mark turned around. “Not for long.”


  ***


  Alex was not short for Alexandra, like most people assumed. Her father had simply given her the name of the son he would have preferred to have.


  After Alex’s mother had died of breast cancer when she was five, her father had raised her. He wasn’t the kind of dad who showed her how to ride a bike or to skip stones—instead, he taught her the Latin words for things like faucet and octopus and porcupine; he explained to her the Bill of Rights. She used academics to get his attention: winning spelling bees and geography contests, netting a string of straight A’s, getting into every college she applied to.


  She wanted to be just like her father: the kind of man who walked down the street and had storekeepers nod to him in awe: Good afternoon, Judge Cormier. She wanted to hear the change in tone of a receptionist’s voice when the woman heard it was Judge Cormier on the line.


  If her father never held her on his lap, never kissed her good night, never told her he loved her—well, it was all part of the persona. From her father, Alex learned that everything could be distilled into facts. Comfort, parenting, love—all of these could be boiled down and explained, rather than experienced. And the law—well, the law supported her father’s belief system. Any feelings you had in the context of a courtroom had an explanation. You were given permission to be emotional, in a logical setting. What you felt for your clients was not really what was in your own heart, or so you could pretend, so that no one ever got close enough to hurt you.


  Alex’s father had had a stroke when she was a second-year law student. She had sat on the edge of his hospital bed and told him she loved him.


  “Oh, Alex,” he’d sighed. “Let’s not bother with that.”


  She hadn’t cried at his funeral, because she knew that’s what he would have wanted.


  Had her own father wished, as she did now, that the basis of their relationship had been different? Had he eventually given up hoping, settling for teacher and student instead of parent and child? How long could you march along on a parallel track with your child before you lost any chance of intersecting her life?


  She’d read countless websites about grief and its stages; she’d studied the aftermath of other school shootings. She could do research, but when she tried to connect with Josie, her daughter looked at her as if she’d never seen her before. At other times, Josie burst into tears. Alex didn’t know how to combat either outcome. She felt incompetent—and then she’d remember that this wasn’t about her, it was about Josie—and she’d feel even more like a failure.


  The great irony hadn’t escaped Alex: she was more like her father than he ever might have guessed. She felt comfortable in her courtroom, in a way she did not feel in the confines of her own home. She knew just what to say to a defendant who’d come in with his third DUI charge, but she couldn’t sustain a five-minute conversation with her own child.


  Ten days after the shooting at Sterling High, Alex went into Josie’s bedroom. It was midafternoon and the curtains were shut tight; Josie was hidden in the cocoon she’d made of her bedcovers. Although her immediate instinct was to snap open the shades and let the sunlight in, Alex lay down on the bed instead. She wrapped her arms around the bundle that was her daughter. “When you were little,” Alex said, “sometimes I’d come in here and sleep with you.”


  There was a shifting, and the sheets fell away from Josie’s face. Her eyes were red-rimmed, her face swollen. “Why?”


  She shrugged. “I was never a big fan of thunderstorms.”


  “How come I never woke up and found you here?”


  “I always went back to my own bed. I was supposed to be the tough one.... I didn’t want you to think I was scared of anything.”


  “Supermom,” Josie whispered.


  “But I’m scared of losing you,” Alex said. “I’m scared it’s already happened.”


  Josie stared at her for a moment. “I’m scared of losing me, too.”


  Alex sat up and tucked Josie’s hair behind her ear. “Let’s get out of here,” she suggested.


  Josie froze. “I don’t want to go out.”


  “Sweetheart, it would be good for you. It’s like physical therapy, but for the brain. Go through the motions, the pattern of your everyday life, and eventually you remember how to do it naturally.”


  “You don’t understand...”


  “If you don’t try, Jo,” she said, “then that means he wins.”


  Josie’s head snapped up. Alex didn’t have to tell her who he was. “Did you guess?” Alex heard herself asking.


  “Guess what?”


  “That he might do this?”


  “Mom, I don’t want to—”


  “I keep thinking about him as a little boy,” Alex said.


  Josie shook her head. “That was a really long time ago,” she murmured. “People change.”


  “I know. But sometimes I can still see him handing you that rifle—”


  “We were little,” Josie interrupted, her eyes filling with tears. “We were stupid.” She pushed back the covers, in a sudden hurry. “I thought you wanted to go somewhere.”


  Alex looked at her. A lawyer would press the point. A mother, though, might not.


  Minutes later, Josie was sitting in the passenger seat of the car beside Alex. She buckled the seat belt, then unlatched it, then secured it again. Alex watched her tug on the belt to make sure it would lock up.


  She pointed out the obvious as they drove—that the first daffodils had pushed their brave heads through the snow on the median strip of Main Street; that the Sterling College crew team was training on the Connecticut River, the bows of their boats breaking through the residual ice. That the temperature gauge in the car said it was more than fifty degrees. Alex intentionally took the long route—the one that did not go past the school. Only once did Josie’s head turn to look at the scenery, and that was when they passed the police station.


  Alex pulled into a parking spot in front of the diner. The street was filled with lunchtime shoppers and busy pedestrians, carrying boxes to be mailed and talking on cell phones and glancing into store windows. To anyone who didn’t know better, it was business as usual in Sterling. “So,” Alex said, turning to Josie. “How are we doing?”


  Josie looked down at her hands in her lap. “Okay.”


  “It’s not as bad as you thought, is it?”


  “Not yet.”


  “My daughter the optimist.” Alex smiled at her. “You want to split a BLT and a salad?”


  “You haven’t even looked at a menu yet,” Josie said, and they both got out of the car.


  Suddenly a rusted Dodge Dart ran the light at the head of Main Street, backfiring as it sped away. “Idiot,” Alex muttered, “I should get his plate number...” She broke off when she realized that Josie had vanished. “Josie!”


  Then Alex saw her daughter, pressed against the sidewalk, where she’d flattened herself. Her face was white, her body trembling.


  Alex knelt beside her. “It was a car. Just a car.” She helped Josie to her knees. All around them, people were watching and pretending not to.


  Alex shielded Josie from their view. She had failed again. For someone renowned for her good judgment, she suddenly seemed to be lacking any. She thought of something she’d read on the Internet—how sometimes, when it came to grief, you could take one step forward and then three steps back. She wondered why the Internet did not add that when someone you loved was hurting, it cut you right to the bone, too. “All right,” Alex said, her arm anchored tight around Josie’s shoulders. “Let’s get you back home.”


  ***


  Patrick had taken to living, eating, and sleeping his case. At the station, he acted cool and in command—he was the point man, after all, for all those investigators—but at home, he questioned every move he made. On his refrigerator were the pictures of the dead; on his bathroom mirror he’d created a dry-erase marker timeline of Peter’s day. He sat awake in the middle of the night, writing lists of questions: What was Peter doing at home before leaving for school? What else was on his computer? Where did he learn to shoot? How did he get guns? Where did the anger come from?


  During the day, however, he plowed through the massive amount of information to be processed, and the even more massive amount of information to be gleaned. Now, Joan McCabe sat across from him. She had cried her way through the last box of Kleenex at the station, and was now wadding paper towels up in her fist. “I’m sorry,” she said to Patrick. “I thought this would get easier the more I do it.”


  “I don’t think that’s how it works,” he said gently. “I do appreciate you taking the time to speak to me about your brother.”


  Ed McCabe had been the only teacher killed in the shooting. His classroom had been at the top of the stairs, en route to the gymnasium; he’d had the bad fortune to come out and try to stop what was happening. According to school records, Peter had had McCabe as a math teacher in tenth grade. He’d gotten B’s. No one else could remember his not getting along with McCabe that year; most of the other students hadn’t even recalled Peter being in the class.


  “There’s really nothing else I can tell you,” Joan said. “Maybe Philip remembers something.”


  “Your husband?”


  Joan looked up at him. “No. That’s Ed’s partner.”


  Patrick leaned back in his chair. “Partner. As in—”


  “Ed was gay,” Joan said.


  It might be something, but then again, it might not. For all Patrick knew, Ed McCabe—who’d been just a hapless victim a half hour ago—could have been the reason Peter started shooting.


  “No one at the school knew,” Joan said. “I think he was afraid of backlash. He told people in town that Philip was his old college roommate.”


  Another victim—one who was still alive—was Natalie Zlenko. She’d been shot in the side and had to have her liver resected. Patrick thought he remembered seeing her name listed as president of the GLAAD club at Sterling High. She’d been one of the first people shot; McCabe had been one of the last.


  Maybe Peter Houghton was homophobic.


  Patrick handed Joan his card. “I’d really like to talk to Philip,” he said.


  ***


  Lacy Houghton set a teapot and a plate of celery in front of Selena. “I don’t have any milk. I went to buy some, but...” Her voice trailed off, and Selena tried to fill in the blanks.


  “I really appreciate you talking to me,” Selena said. “Whatever you can tell me, we’ll use to help Peter.”


  Lacy nodded. “Anything,” she said. “Anything you want to know.”


  “Well, let’s start with the easy stuff. Where was he born?”


  “Right at Dartmouth-Hitchcock,” Lacy said.


  “Normal delivery?”


  “Totally. No complications.” She smiled a little. “I used to walk three miles every day when I was pregnant. Lewis thought I’d wind up delivering in someone’s driveway.”


  “Did you nurse him? Was he a good eater?”


  “I’m sorry, I don’t see why...”


  “Because we have to see if there might be a brain disorder,” Selena said matter-of-factly. “An organic problem.”


  “Oh,” Lacy said faintly. “Yes. I nursed him. He’s always been healthy. A little smaller than other kids his age, but neither Lewis nor I are very big people.”


  “How was his social development as a child?”


  “He didn’t have a lot of friends,” Lacy said. “Not like Joey.”


  “Joey?”


  “Peter’s older brother. Peter is a year younger, and much quieter. He got teased because of his size, and because he wasn’t as good an athlete as Joey....”


  “What kind of relationship does Peter have with Joey?”


  Lacy looked down at her knotted hands. “Joey died a year ago. He was killed in a car accident, by a drunk driver.”


  Selena stopped writing. “I’m so sorry.”


  “Yes,” Lacy said. “Me, too.”


  Selena leaned back slightly in her chair. It was crazy, she knew, but just in case misfortune was contagious, she did not want to get too close. She thought of Sam, how she’d left him sleeping this morning in his crib. During the night he’d kicked off a sock; his toes were plump as early peas; it was all she could do not to taste his caramel skin. So much of the language of love was like that: you devoured someone with your eyes, you drank in the sight of him, you swallowed him whole. Love was sustenance, broken down and beating through your bloodstream.


  She turned back to Lacy. “Did Peter get along with Joey?”


  “Oh, Peter adored his big brother.”


  “He told you that?”


  Lacy shrugged. “He didn’t have to. He’d be at all of Joey’s football games, and cheering just as loud as the rest of us. When he got to the high school, everyone expected great things of him, because he was Joey’s little brother.”


  Which could be, Selena knew, just as much a source of frustration as it was of pride. “How did Peter react to Joey’s death?”


  “He was devastated, just like we were. He cried a lot. Spent time in his room.”


  “Did your relationship with Peter change after Joey died?”


  “I think it got stronger,” Lacy said. “I was so overwhelmed. Peter... he let us lean on him.”


  “Did he lean on anyone else? Have any intimate relationships?”


  “You mean with girls?”


  “Or boys,” Selena said.


  “He was still at that awkward age. I know he’d asked a few girls out, but I don’t think anything ever came of it.”


  “How were Peter’s grades?”


  “He wasn’t a straight-A student like his brother,” Lacy said, “but he’d get B’s and the occasional C. We always told him to just do the best he could.”


  “Did he have any learning disabilities?”


  “No.”


  “What about outside of school? What did he like to do?” Selena asked.


  “He’d listen to music. Play video games. Like any other teenager.”


  “Did you ever listen to his music, or play those games?”


  Lacy let a smile ghost over her face. “I actively tried not to.”


  “Did you monitor his Internet use?”


  “He was only supposed to be using it for school projects. We had long talks about chat rooms and how unsafe the Internet can be, but Peter had a good head on his shoulders. We—” She broke off, looking away. “We trusted him.”


  “Did you know what he was downloading?”


  “No.”


  “What about weapons? Do you know where he got them from?”


  Lacy took a deep breath. “Lewis hunts. He took Peter out with him once, but Peter didn’t like it very much. The shotguns are always locked in a gun case—”


  “And Peter knew where the key was.”


  “Yes,” Lacy murmured.


  “What about the pistols?”


  “We’ve never had those in our house. I have no idea where they came from.”


  “Did you ever check his room? Under the bed, in the closets, that kind of thing?”


  Lacy met her gaze. “We’ve always respected his privacy. I think it’s important for a child to have his own space, and—” She pressed her lips shut.


  “And?”


  “And sometimes when you start looking,” Lacy said softly, “you find things you don’t really want to see.”


  Selena leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. “When did that happen, Lacy?”


  Lacy walked to the window, drawing aside the curtain. “You would have had to know Joey to understand. He was a senior, an honors student, an athlete. And then, a week before graduation, he was killed.” She let her hand trail the edge of the fabric. “Someone had to go through his room—pack it up, get rid of the things we didn’t want to keep. It took me a while, but finally, I did it. I was going through his drawers when I found the drugs. Just a little powder, in a gum wrapper, and a spoon and a needle. I didn’t know it was heroin until I looked it up on the Internet. I flushed it down the toilet and threw the hypodermic out at work.” She turned toward Selena, her face red. “I can’t believe I’m telling you this. I’ve never told anyone, not even Lewis. I didn’t want him—or anyone—to think anything bad about Joey.”


  Lacy sat down on the couch again. “I didn’t go into Peter’s room on purpose, because I was afraid of what I’d find,” she confessed. “I didn’t know that it could be even worse.”


  “Did you ever interrupt him when he was in his room? Knock on the door, pop your head inside?”


  “Sure. I’d come in to say good night.”


  “What was he usually doing?”


  “He was on his computer,” Lacy said. “Almost always.”


  “Didn’t you see what was on the screen?”


  “I don’t know. He’d close the file.”


  “How did he act when you interrupted him unexpectedly? Did he seem upset? Annoyed? Guilty?”


  “Why does it feel like you’re judging him?” Lacy said. “Aren’t you supposed to be on our side?”


  Selena met her gaze steadily. “The only way I can thoroughly investigate this case is to ask you the facts, Mrs. Houghton. That’s all I’m doing.”


  “He was like any other teenager,” Lacy said. “He’d suffer while I kissed him good night. He didn’t seem embarrassed. He didn’t act like he was hiding anything from me. Is that what you want to know?”


  Selena put down her pen. When the subject started getting defensive, it was time to end the interview. But Lacy was still talking, unprompted.


  “I never thought there was any problem,” she admitted. “I didn’t know Peter was upset. I didn’t know he wanted to kill himself. I didn’t know any of those things.” She began to cry. “All those families out there, I don’t know what to say to them. I wish I could tell them that I lost someone, too. I just lost him a long time ago.”


  Selena folded her arms around the smaller woman. “It’s not your fault,” she said, words she knew Lacy Houghton needed to hear.


  ***


  In a fit of high school irony, the principal of Sterling High had placed the Bible Study Club next door to the Gay and Lesbian Alliance. They met Tuesdays, at three-thirty, in Rooms 233 and 234 of the high school. Room 233 was, during the day, Ed McCabe’s classroom. One member of the Bible Study Club was the daughter of a local minister, named Grace Murtaugh. She’d been killed in the hallway leading to the gymnasium, shot in front of a water fountain. The leader of the Gay and Lesbian Alliance was still in the hospital: Natalie Zlenko, a yearbook photographer, had come out as a lesbian after her freshman year, when she’d wandered into the GLAAD meeting in Room 233 to see if there was anyone else on this planet like herself.


  “We’re not supposed to give out names.” Natalie’s voice was so faint that Patrick had to lean over the hospital bed to hear her. Natalie’s mother hovered at his shoulder. When he’d come in to ask Natalie a few questions, she said that he’d better leave or else she’d call the police. He reminded her that he was the police.


  “I’m not asking for names,” Patrick said. “I’m just asking you to help me help a jury understand why this happened.”


  Natalie nodded. She closed her eyes.


  “Peter Houghton,” Patrick said. “Did he ever attend a meeting?”


  “Once,” Natalie said.


  “Did he say or do anything that sticks in your mind?”


  “He didn’t say or do anything, period. He showed up the one time, and he never came back.”


  “Does that happen often?”


  “Sometimes,” Natalie said. “People wouldn’t be ready to come out. And sometimes we got jerks who just wanted to know who was gay so that they could make life hell for us in school.”


  “In your opinion, did Peter fit into either one of these categories?”


  She was silent for a long time, her eyes still closed. Patrick drew away, thinking that she’d fallen asleep. “Thanks,” he said to her mother, just as Natalie spoke again.


  “Peter was getting ragged on long before he ever showed up at that meeting,” she said.


  ***


  Jordan was on diaper detail while Selena interviewed Lacy Houghton, and Sam was appallingly bad at going to sleep on his own. However, a ten-minute ride in the car could knock the kid out like a prizefighter, so Jordan bundled the baby up and strapped him into the car seat. It wasn’t until he put the Saab into reverse that he realized his wheel rims were grinding against the driveway; all four of his tires had been slashed.


  “Fuck,” Jordan said, as Sam started to wail again in the backseat. He plucked the baby out, carried him back inside, and tethered him into the Snugli that Selena wore around the house. Then he called the police to report the vandalism.


  Jordan knew he was in trouble when the dispatch officer didn’t ask him to spell his last name—he already knew it. “We’ll get to it,” the officer said. “But first we’ve got a squirrel up a tree that needs a hand climbing down.” The line went dead.


  Could you sue the cops for being unsympathetic bastards?


  Through some miracle—pheromones of stress, probably—Sam fell asleep, but startled, bawling, when the doorbell rang. Jordan yanked the door open to find Selena outside. “You woke up the baby,” he accused as she lifted Sam out of the carrier.


  “Then you shouldn’t have locked the door. Oh, hi, you sweet man,” Selena cooed. “Has Daddy been a monster the whole time I’ve been gone?”


  “Someone slashed my tires.”


  Selena glanced at him over the baby’s head. “Well, you sure know how to win friends and influence people. Let me guess—the cops aren’t exactly scrambling to take your report?”


  “Not quite.”


  “Comes with the territory, I guess,” Selena said. “You’re the one who took this case.”


  “How about a little spousal understanding?”


  Selena shrugged. “Wasn’t in the vows I took. If you want to have a pity party, set the table for one.”


  Jordan ran a hand through his hair. “Well, did you at least get anything out of the mother? Like, for example, that Peter had a psychiatric diagnosis?”


  She peeled off her jacket while juggling Sam in one hand and then the other, unbuttoned her blouse, and sat down on the couch to nurse. “No. But he did have a sibling.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. A dead one, who—prior to being killed by a drunk driver—was the All-American Son.”


  Jordan sank down beside her. “I can use this...”


  Selena rolled her eyes. “Just for once, could you not be a lawyer and focus instead on being a human? Jordan, this family was in so deep they didn’t have a chance. The kid was a powder keg. The parents were dealing with their own grief and were asleep at the wheel. Peter had no one to turn to.”


  Jordan glanced up at her, a grin splitting his face. “Excellent,” he said. “Our client’s just become sympathetic.”


  ***


  One week after the school shooting at Sterling High, the Mount Lebanon School—a primary grade school that had become an administrative building when the population of students in Lebanon dipped—was outfitted to be the temporary home for high school kids to finish out their school year.


  On the day that classes were beginning again, Josie’s mother came into her bedroom. “You don’t have to do this,” she said. “You can take a few more weeks off, if you want.”


  There had been a flurry of phone calls, a pulse of panic that began a few days ago when each student received the written word that school would be starting again. Are you going back? Are you? There were rumors: whose mother wouldn’t let them return; who was getting transferred to St. Mary’s; who was going to take over Mr. McCabe’s class. Josie had not called any of her friends. She was afraid to hear their answers.


  Josie did not want to go back to school. She could not imagine having to walk down a hallway, even one not physically located at Sterling High. She didn’t know how the superintendent and the principal expected everyone to act—and they would all be doing that: acting—because to feel anything real would be devastating. And yet there was another part of Josie that understood she had to go back to school; it was where she belonged. The other students at Sterling High were the only ones who really understood what it was like to wake up in the morning and crave those three seconds before you remembered your life wasn’t what it used to be; who had forgotten how easy it was to trust that the ground beneath your feet was solid.


  If you were drifting with a thousand other people, could you really still say you were lost?


  “Josie?” her mother said, prompting.


  “It’s fine,” she lied.


  Her mother left, and Josie started to gather her books. She realized, suddenly, that she’d never taken her science test. Catalysts. She didn’t remember anything about them anymore. Mrs. Duplessiers wouldn’t be evil enough to hand out the test on their first day back, would she? It wasn’t like time had stopped during these three weeks—it had changed completely.


  The last morning she had gone to school, she hadn’t been thinking of anything in particular. That test, maybe. Matt. How much homework she’d have that night. Normal things, in other words. A normal day. There had been nothing to set it apart from any other morning at school; so how could Josie be sure that today wouldn’t dissolve at the seams, too?


  When Josie reached the kitchen, her mother was wearing a suit—work clothes. It took her by surprise. “You’re going back today?” she asked.


  Her mother turned, holding a spatula. “Oh,” she answered, faltering. “I just figured that since you were... You can always reach me through the clerk, if there’s a problem. I swear to God, Josie, I’ll be there in less than ten minutes....”


  Josie sank into a chair and closed her eyes. Somehow, it didn’t matter that Josie herself was leaving the house for the day—she’d still imagined her mother sitting home waiting for her, just in case. But that was stupid, wasn’t it? It had never been like that, so why should now be any different?


  Because, a voice whispered in Josie’s head. Everything else is.


  “I’ve rearranged my schedule so I’ll be able to pick you up from school. And if there’s any problem—”


  “Yeah. Call the clerk. Whatever.”


  Her mother sat down across from her. “Honey, what did you expect?”


  Josie glanced up. “Nothing. I stopped that a long time ago.” She stood up. “You’re burning your pancakes,” she said, and she walked back upstairs to her bedroom.


  She buried her face in her pillow. She didn’t know what the hell was wrong with her. It was as if, after, there were two Josies—the little girl who kept hoping it might be a nightmare, might never have happened, and the realist who still hurt so badly she lashed out at anyone who got too close. The thing was, Josie didn’t know which persona was going to take over at any given moment. Here was her mother, for God’s sake, who couldn’t boil water but was now attempting pancakes for Josie before she went back to school. When she was younger, she had imagined living in the kind of house where on the first day of school your mother had a whole spread of eggs and bacon and juice to start the day off right—instead of a lineup of cereal boxes and a paper napkin. Well, she’d gotten what she wished for, hadn’t she? A mother who sat at her bedside when she was crying, a mother who had temporarily abandoned the job that defined her to hover over Josie instead. And what did Josie do? She pushed her away. She said, in all the spaces between her words, You never cared about anything that happened in my life when nobody was watching, so don’t think you can just start now.


  Suddenly, Josie heard the roar of an engine pulling into the driveway. Matt, she thought, before she could stop herself; and by then, every nerve in her body was stretched to the point of pain. Somehow, she hadn’t really thought about how she would physically be transported to school—Matt had always picked her up en route. Her mother, of course, would have driven her. But Josie wondered why she hadn’t worked through these logistics earlier. Because she was afraid to? Didn’t want to?


  From her bedroom window she watched Drew Girard get out of his battered Volvo. By the time she reached the front door to open it, her mother had come out of the kitchen, too. She held the smoke detector in her hand, popped off its plastic snap on the ceiling.


  Drew stood in a shaft of sunlight, shading his eyes with his free hand. His other arm was still in a sling. “I should have called.”


  “That’s okay,” Josie said. She felt dizzy. She realized that, in the background, the birds had come back from wherever they went in the winter.


  Drew looked from Josie to her mother. “I thought maybe, you know, you might need a ride.”


  Suddenly Matt was standing there with them; Josie could feel his fingers on her back.


  “Thanks,” her mother said, “but I’m going to take Josie in today.”


  The monster in Josie uncoiled. “I’d rather go with Drew,” she said, grabbing her backpack off the newel post of the banister. “I’ll see you at pickup.” Without turning around to see her mother’s face, Josie ran to the car, which gleamed like a sanctuary.


  Inside, she waited for Drew to turn over the ignition and pull out of the driveway. “Are your parents like that?” Josie asked, closing her eyes as they sped down the street. “Like you can’t breathe?”


  Drew glanced at her. “Yeah.”


  “Have you talked to anyone?”


  “Like the police?”


  Josie shook her head. “Like us.”


  He downshifted. “I went over to the hospital to see John a couple of times,” Drew said. “He couldn’t remember my name. He can’t remember the words for things like forks or hairbrushes or stairs. I kind of sat there and told him stupid things—who’d won the last few Bruins games, things like that—but the whole time I was wondering if he even knows he can’t walk anymore.” At a stoplight, Drew turned to her. “Why not me?”


  “What?”


  “How come we got to be the lucky ones?”


  Josie didn’t know what to say to that. She looked out the window, pretending to be fascinated by a dog that was pulling its owner, instead of the other way around.


  Drew pulled into the parking lot of the Mount Lebanon School. Beside the building was a playground—this had been an elementary school, after all, and even once it became administrative, neighborhood kids would still come to use the monkey bars and the swings. In front of the school’s main doors stood the principal and a line of parents, calling out the names of students and encouraging them as they walked inside.


  “I have something for you,” Drew said, and he reached behind his seat and held out a baseball cap—one Josie recognized. Whatever embroidery had once been on it had long since unraveled; the brim was frayed and curled tight as a fiddlehead. He handed it to Josie, who ran a finger gently along the inside seam.


  “He left it in my car,” Drew explained. “I was going to give it to his parents... after. But then I kind of thought you might want it instead.”


  Josie nodded, as tears rose along the watermark of her throat.


  Drew bent his head against the wheel. It took Josie a moment to realize that he was crying, too.


  She reached out and put her hand on his shoulder. “Thank you,” Josie managed, and she settled Matt’s baseball cap onto her head. She opened the passenger door and reached for her knapsack, but instead of heading toward the school she walked through the rusted gates onto the playground. She strode into the middle of the sandbox and stared at her shoe prints, wondered how much wind or weather it would take to make them disappear.


  ***


  Twice Alex had excused herself from the courtroom to call Josie’s cell, even though she knew Josie kept it turned off during classroom hours. The message she left both times was the same:


  It’s me. I just wanted to know how you were holding up.


  Alex told her clerk, Eleanor, that if Josie called back, she was to be disturbed. No matter what.


  She was relieved to be back at work, but had to force herself to pay attention to the case in front of her. There was a defendant on the stand who claimed to have no experience with the criminal justice system. “I don’t understand the court process,” the woman said, turning to Alex. “Can I go now?”


  The prosecutor was in the middle of his cross-examination. “First, why don’t you tell Judge Cormier about the last time you were in court.”


  The woman hesitated. “Maybe for a speeding ticket.”


  “What else?”


  “I can’t remember,” she said.


  “Aren’t you on probation?” the prosecutor asked.


  “Oh,” the woman replied. “That.”


  “What are you on probation for?”


  “I can’t remember.” She looked up at the ceiling, her brow wrinkling in thought. “It begins with an F. F... F... F... felony! That’s it!”


  The prosecutor sighed. “Didn’t it have to do with a check?”


  Alex looked at her watch, thinking that if she got this woman off the damn stand, she could see if Josie had called in yet. “How about forgery,” she interrupted. “That starts with an F.”


  “So does fraud,” the prosecutor pointed out.


  The woman faced Alex blankly. “I can’t remember.”


  “I’m calling a one-hour recess,” Alex announced. “Court will resume at eleven a.m.”


  As soon as she was through the door that took her to her chambers, she stripped off her robes. They felt suffocating today, something that Alex didn’t really understand—this was where she had always felt comfortable. Law was a set of rules she understood—a code of behavior where certain actions had certain consequences. She could not say the same of her personal life, where a school that was supposed to be safe turned into a slaughterhouse, where a daughter carved from her own body had become someone Alex no longer understood.


  Okay, if she was going to be honest, that she’d never understood.


  Frustrated, she stood up and walked into her clerk’s office. Twice, before the trial began, she’d called on Eleanor for trivial things, hoping that instead of hearing “Yes, Your Honor,” the clerk would let down her guard and ask Alex how she was doing, how Josie was doing. That for a half a moment, she wouldn’t be a judge to someone, just another parent who’d had the scare of a lifetime.


  “I need a cigarette,” Alex said. “I’m going downstairs.”


  Eleanor glanced up. “All right, Your Honor.”


  Alex, she thought. Alex Alex Alex.


  Outside, Alex sat down on the cement block near the loading zone and lit a cigarette. She drew in deeply, closed her eyes.


  “Those’ll kill you, you know.”


  “So will old age,” Alex replied, and she turned around to see Patrick Ducharme.


  He turned his face up to the sun, squinted. “I wouldn’t have expected a judge to have vices.”


  “You probably think we sleep under the bench, too.”


  Patrick grinned. “Well, that would be just plain silly. There’s not enough room for a mattress.”


  She held out the pack. “Be my guest.”


  “If you want to corrupt me, there are more interesting ways.”


  Alex felt her face flame. He hadn’t just said that, had he? To a judge? “If you don’t smoke, why’d you come out here?”


  “To photosynthesize. When I’m stuck in court all day it ruins my feng shui.”


  “People don’t have feng shui. Places do.”


  “Do you know that for a fact?”


  Alex hesitated. “Well. No.”


  “There you go.” He turned to her, and for the first time she noticed that he had a white streak in his hair, right at the widow’s peak. “You’re staring.”


  Alex immediately jerked her gaze away.


  “It’s all right,” Patrick said, laughing. “It’s albinism.”


  “Albinism?”


  “Yeah, you know. Pale skin, white hair. It’s recessive, so I got a skunk streak. I’m one gene away from looking like a rabbit.” He faced her, sobering. “How’s Josie?”


  She considered putting up that Chinese wall, telling him she didn’t want to talk about anything that could compromise her case. But Patrick Ducharme had done the one thing Alex had wished for—he’d treated her like a person instead of a public figure. “She went back to school,” Alex confided.


  “I know. I saw her.”


  “You... Were you there?”


  Patrick shrugged. “Yeah. Just in case.”


  “Did anything happen?”


  “No,” he said. “It was... ordinary.”


  The word hung between them. Nothing was going to be ordinary again, and both of them knew it. You could patch up whatever was broken, but if you were the one who had fixed it, you’d always know in your heart where the fault lines lay.


  “Hey,” Patrick said, touching her shoulder. “Are you all right?”


  She realized, mortified, that she was crying. Wiping her eyes, Alex moved out of his reach.


  “There’s nothing wrong with me,” she said, daring Patrick to challenge her.


  He opened his mouth as if he was about to speak, but then snapped it shut. “I’ll leave you to your vices, then,” he said, and walked back inside.


  It wasn’t until Alex was back in chambers that she realized the detective had used the plural. That he’d not only caught her smoking, but also lying.


  ***


  There were new rules: All the doors except for the main entrance would be locked after school began, even though a shooter who was a student might already be inside. No backpacks were allowed in classrooms anymore, although a gun could be sneaked in under a coat or in a purse or even in a zippered three-ring binder. Everyone—students and staff—would get ID cards to wear around their necks. It was supposed to make everyone accountable, but Josie couldn’t help but wonder if this way, next time, it would be easier to tell who’d been killed.


  The principal got on the loudspeaker during homeroom and welcomed everyone back to Sterling High, even if it wasn’t Sterling High. He suggested a moment of silence.


  While other kids in her homeroom bowed their heads, Josie glanced around. She was not the only one who wasn’t praying. Some kids were passing notes. A couple were listening to their iPods. A guy was copying someone else’s math notes.


  She wondered if they, like her, were afraid to honor the dead, because it made them feel more guilty.


  Josie shifted, banging her knee against the desk. The desks and chairs that had been brought back to this makeshift school were for little children, not high school refugees. As a result, nobody fit. Josie’s knees were bent up to her chin. Some kids couldn’t even sit at the desks; they had to write with their binders on their laps.


  I am Alice in Wonderland, Josie thought. Watch me fall.


  ***


  Jordan waited for his client to sit down across from him in the conference room of the jail. “Tell me about your brother, Peter,” he said.


  He scrutinized Peter’s face—saw the disappointment flash across it as he realized that Jordan had again unearthed something he’d hoped would stay hidden. “What about him?” Peter replied.


  “You two get along?”


  “I didn’t kill him, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  “I wasn’t.” Jordan shrugged. “I’m just surprised you didn’t mention him earlier.”


  Peter glared at him. “Like when? When I was supposed to shut up at the arraignment? Or after that, when you came here and told me you were going to do all the talking and I was going to listen?”


  “What was he like?”


  “Look. Joey’s dead, which you obviously know. So I don’t really get why talking about him is going to help me.”


  “What happened to him?” Jordan pressed.


  Peter rubbed his thumbnail against the metal edging of the table. “He got his golden boy straight-A self rammed by a drunk driver.”


  “Hard to beat that,” Jordan said carefully.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, your brother is the perfect kid, right? That’s tough enough right there, but then he dies and turns into a saint.”


  Jordan had been playing devil’s advocate, to see if Peter would take the bait, and sure enough the boy’s face transformed. “You can’t beat it,” Peter said fiercely. “You can’t measure up.”


  Jordan tapped his pencil on the edge of his briefcase. Had Peter’s anger been born of jealousy or loneliness? Or was his massacre a way to turn attention to himself, finally, instead of Joey? How could he formulate a defense that Peter’s act was one of desperation, not an attempt to one-up his brother’s notoriety?


  “Do you miss him?” Jordan asked.


  Peter smirked. “My brother,” he said, “my brother, the captain of the baseball team; my brother who placed first in the state in a French competition; my brother who was friends with the principal; my brother, my fabulous brother, used to drop me off a half mile away from the gates of the high school so that he didn’t have to be seen driving all the way in with me.”


  “How come?”


  “You don’t exactly get any perks for hanging around with me, or haven’t you noticed yet.”


  Jordan had a flash of his car tires, slashed to their metal haunches. “Joey wouldn’t stick up for you if you were being bullied?”


  “Are you kidding? Joey was the one to start it.”


  “How?”


  Peter walked toward the window in the small room. A mottled flush rose up his neck, as if memory could be burned into the flesh. “He used to tell people I was adopted. That my mother was a crack whore, and that’s why my brain was all fucked up. Sometimes he did it right in front of me, and when I’d get pissed off and whale on him he’d just laugh and knock me on my ass and then he’d look back to his friends, as if this was proof of everything he’d been saying in the first place. So, do I miss him?” Peter repeated, and he faced Jordan. “I’m glad he’s dead.”


  Jordan wasn’t often surprised, and yet Peter Houghton had shocked him several times already. Peter was, simply, what a person would look like if you boiled down the most raw emotions and filtered them of any social contract. If you hurt, cry. If you rage, strike out.


  If you hope, get ready for a disappointment.


  “Peter,” Jordan murmured, “did you mean to kill them?”


  Immediately Jordan cursed himself—he’d just asked the one question a defense attorney is never supposed to ask, setting Peter up to admit to premeditation. But instead of answering, Peter threw a question back at him that had just as unsettling an answer. “Well,” he said, “what would you have done?”


  ***


  Jordan stuffed another bite of vanilla pudding into Sam’s mouth and then licked the spoon himself.


  “That’s not for you,” Selena said.


  “It tastes good. Unlike that pea crap you make him eat.”


  “Excuse me for being a good mother.” Selena took a wet washcloth and wiped down Sam’s mouth, then applied the same treatment to Jordan, who squirmed away from her hand.


  “I am totally screwed,” he said. “I can’t make Peter sympathetic over losing his brother, because he hated Joey. I don’t even have a valid legal defense for him, unless I try for insanity, and it’s going to be impossible to prove that with the mountain of evidence the prosecution’s got for premeditation.”


  Selena turned to him. “You know what the problem is here, don’t you?”


  “What?”


  “You think he’s guilty.”


  “Well, for Christ’s sake. So are ninety-nine percent of my clients, and it’s never stopped me from getting acquittals before.”


  “Right. But deep down, you don’t want Peter Houghton to get acquitted.”


  Jordan frowned. “That’s crap.”


  “It’s true crap. You’re scared of someone like him.”


  “He’s a kid—”


  “—who freaks you out, just a little bit. Because he wasn’t willing to sit down and let the world shit on him anymore, and that’s not supposed to happen.”


  Jordan looked up at her. “Shooting ten students doesn’t make you a hero, Selena.”


  “It does to the millions of other kids who wish they’d had the guts to do it,” she said flatly.


  “Excellent. You can be the leader of Peter Houghton’s fan club.”


  “I don’t condone what he did, Jordan, but I do see where he’s coming from. You were born with six silver spoons up your ass. I mean, honestly, have you ever not been in the elite group? At school, or in court, or wherever? People know you, people look up to you. You’re granted passage and you don’t even realize that other people never get to walk that way.”


  Jordan folded his arms. “Are you about to do your African pride thing again? Because to tell you the truth—”


  “You’ve never gone down the street and had someone cross it just because you’re black. You’ve never had someone look at you with disgust because you’re holding a baby and you forgot to put on your wedding ring. You want to do something about it—take action, scream at them, tell them they’re idiots—but you can’t. Being on the fringe is the most disempowering feeling, Jordan. You get so used to the world being a certain way, there seems to be no escape from it.”


  Jordan smirked. “You took that last part from my closing in the Katie Riccobono case.”


  “The battered wife?” Selena shrugged. “Well, even if I did, it fits.”


  Suddenly Jordan blinked. He stood up, grabbed his wife, and kissed her. “You are so fucking brilliant.”


  “I’m not going to argue, but do tell me why.”


  “Battered woman syndrome. It’s a valid legal defense. Battered women get stuck in a world that slams them down; eventually they feel so constantly threatened that they take action, and truly believe they’re protecting themselves—even if their husbands are fast asleep. That fits Peter Houghton, to a T.”


  “Far be it from me to point this out to you, Jordan,” Selena said, “but Peter’s not female, and he’s not married.”


  “That’s not the point. It’s post-traumatic stress disorder. When these women go ballistic and shoot their husbands or slice off their dicks, they aren’t thinking about the consequences... just about stopping the aggression. That’s what Peter’s been saying all along—he just wanted it to stop. And this is even better, because I don’t have to fight the prosecutor’s usual rebuttal about a grown woman being old enough to know what she’s doing when she picks up the knife or the gun. Peter’s a kid. By definition, he doesn’t know what he’s doing.”


  Monsters didn’t grow out of nowhere; a housewife didn’t turn into a murderer unless someone turned her into one. The Dr. Frankenstein, in her case, was a controlling husband. And in Peter’s case, it was the whole of Sterling High School. Bullies kicked and teased and punched and pinched, all behaviors meant to force someone back where he belonged. It was at the hands of his tormentors that Peter learned how to fight back.


  In the high chair, Sam started to fuss. Selena pulled him out and into her arms. “No one’s ever done this,” she said. “There is no bullied victim syndrome.”


  Jordan reached for Sam’s jar of vanilla custard and scraped out the leftovers with his forefinger. “There is now,” he said, and he savored the last of the sweet.


  ***


  Patrick sat at his office computer in the dark, moving a cursor through the video game created by Peter Houghton.


  You started by picking a character—one of three boys: the spelling bee champ, the math genius, the computer nerd. One was small and thin, with acne. One wore glasses. One was grossly overweight.


  You did not come equipped with a weapon. Instead, you had to go to various rooms of the school and use your wits: the teachers’ lounge had vodka, to make hand grenades. The boiler room had a bazooka. The science lab had burning acid. The English classroom had heavy books. The math room had compasses for stabbing and metal rulers for slicing. The computer room had wires, for garrotes. The wood shop had chain saws. The home arts class had blenders and knitting needles. The art room had a kiln. You could combine materials to make combo assault weapons: flaming bullets from the bazooka and vodka, acid daggers from the chemicals and compasses, snares from the computer wires and the heavy books.


  Patrick maneuvered the cursor through hallways and up staircases, through locker rooms and into the janitor’s office. It struck him, as he was turning virtual corners, that he’d walked this map before. It was the floor plan of Sterling High.


  The object of the game was to aim for the jocks, the bullies, and the popular kids. Each was worth a certain amount of points. Kill two at once, you got triple the points. However, you could be wounded, too. You might be sucker-punched, slammed into a wall, shoved in a locker.


  If you accrued 100,000 points, you got a shotgun. If you reached 500,000 points, you received a machine gun. Cross a million, and you’d find yourself straddling a nuclear missile.


  Patrick watched a virtual door fly open. Freeze, his speakers cried, and a phalanx of policemen in SWAT jackets stormed onto the screen. He positioned his hand on the arrow keys again, readying himself. Twice now, he’d gotten this far and had been killed or had killed himself—which meant losing.


  This time, though, he raised his virtual machine gun and watched the officers fall in a spray of bright blood.


  CONGRATULATIONS! YOU HAVE WON HIDE-N-SHRIEK! the screen read. DO YOU WANT TO PLAY AGAIN?


  ***


  On the tenth day after the shooting at Sterling High, Jordan sat in his Volvo in the parking lot of the district courthouse. As he’d expected, there were white news vans everywhere, their satellites pointed to the sky like the faces of sunflowers. He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel in time to the Wiggles CD, which was doing its effortless job of keeping Sam from throwing a fit in the backseat.


  Selena had already slipped into the court undeterred—no one in the media would recognize her as anyone connected to this case. As she approached the car again, Jordan got out and took the piece of paper she offered him. “Great,” he said.


  “See you later.” She bent down to unbuckle Sam from the car seat as Jordan headed into the courthouse. As soon as one reporter saw him, there was a domino effect—flashbulbs burst like a string of fireworks; microphones were thrust in front of him. He pushed them away with one outstretched arm, muttered “No comment,” and hustled inside.


  Peter had already been brought to the holding cell of the sheriff’s office, awaiting his appearance in court. He was pacing in a small circle, talking to himself, when Jordan was brought into the cell. “So today’s the day,” Peter said, a little nervous, a little breathless.


  “Funny you should mention that,” Jordan said. “Do you remember why we’re here today?”


  “Is this some kind of test?”


  Jordan just stared at him.


  “A probable cause hearing,” Peter said. “That’s what you told me last week.”


  “Well. What I didn’t tell you is that we’re going to waive it.”


  “Waive it?” Peter said. “What does that mean?”


  “It means we fold before the hand’s even played,” Jordan replied. He handed Peter the piece of paper Selena had brought him in the car. “Sign it.”


  Peter shook his head. “I want a new lawyer.”


  “Anyone worth their salt is going to tell you the same thing—”


  “What? To give up without even trying? You said—”


  “I said I’d give you the best defense I can,” Jordan interrupted. “There’s already probable cause to believe that you committed a crime, since there are hundreds of witnesses claiming to have seen you shooting in the school that day. The issue isn’t whether or not you did it, Peter, it’s why you did it. Having a probable cause hearing today means they score a lot of points, and we score none—it would just be a way for the prosecution to release evidence to the media and the public before they get a chance to hear our side of the story.” He thrust the paper at Peter again. “Sign it.”


  Peter met his gaze, fuming. Then he took the paper from Jordan, and a pen. “This sucks,” he said as he scrawled his signature.


  “It would suck more if we did the probable cause hearing.” Jordan took the paper and left the cell, heading out of the sheriff’s office to give the waiver to the clerk. “I’ll see you in there.”


  By the time he reached the courtroom, it was packed to the rafters. The media that had been allowed in stood in the back row, their cameras ready. Jordan sought out Selena—she was juggling Sam in the middle of the third row behind the prosecution’s table. So? she asked, a shorthand lift of her brows.


  Jordan nodded the slightest bit. Done.


  The judge presiding was inconsequential to him: someone who would rubber-stamp this process and turn it over to the court where Jordan would have to put on his dog-and-pony show. The Honorable David Iannucci: what Jordan remembered about him was that he had hair plugs, and when you appeared before him you had to do your absolute best to keep your eyes trained on his ferret-face instead of on the seeded line of his scalp.


  The clerk called Peter’s case, and two bailiffs led him through a doorway. The gallery, which had been buzzing with quiet conversation, fell silent. Peter didn’t look up as he entered; he continued to stare at the ground even as he was shuttled into place beside Jordan.


  Judge Iannucci scanned the paper that had been set in front of him. “I see, Mr. Houghton, that you wish to waive your probable cause hearing.”


  At this news—as Jordan had expected—there was a collective sigh from the media, all of whom had been hoping for a spectacle.


  “Do you understand that I would have had the obligation today to find whether or not there was probable cause to believe that you committed the acts for which you are charged, and that by waiving the probable cause hearing, you are not requiring me to find that probable cause; you will now be bound over to the grand jury, and I will bind this case over to the superior court?”


  Peter turned to Jordan. “Was that English?”


  “Say yes,” Jordan answered.


  “Yes,” Peter repeated.


  Judge Iannucci stared at him. “Yes, Your Honor,” he corrected.


  “Yes, Your Honor.” Peter turned to Jordan again and, under his breath, muttered, “This still sucks.”


  “You’re excused,” the judge said, and the bailiffs hefted Peter out of his seat again.


  Jordan stood, giving way to the next defense attorney for the next case. He approached Diana Leven at the prosecutor’s table, still organizing the files she never had a chance to use. “Well,” she said, not bothering to look up at him. “I can’t say that was a surprise.”


  “When are you going to send me discovery?” Jordan asked.


  “I don’t remember getting your letter requesting it yet.” She pushed past him, hurrying up the aisle. Jordan made a mental note to get Selena to type something up and send it off to the prosecutor’s office, a formality, but one that he knew Diana would uphold. In a case this big, the DA followed every rule to the letter, so that if the case ever went up on appeal, procedure would not be the downfall of the original verdict.


  Just outside the double doors of the courtroom, he was waylaid by the Houghtons. “What the hell was that?” Lewis demanded. “Aren’t we paying you to work in court?”


  Jordan counted to five under his breath. “I spoke about this with my client, Peter. He gave me permission to waive the hearing.”


  “But you didn’t say anything,” Lacy argued. “You didn’t even give him a chance.”


  “Today’s hearing wouldn’t have benefited Peter. It would, however, have put your family under the microscope of every camera outside the courthouse today. That’s going to happen anyway. Did you really want it to be sooner rather than later?” He looked from Lacy Houghton to her husband, and then back again. “I did you a favor,” Jordan said, and he left them holding the truth between them, a stone that got heavier with every passing moment.


  ***


  Patrick had been heading to the probable cause hearing for Peter Houghton when he received a cell phone call that sent him screaming in the opposite direction, to Smyth’s Gun Shop in Plainfield. The owner of the store, a round little man with a tobacco-stained beard, was sitting outside on the curb, sobbing, when Patrick arrived. Beside him was a patrol officer, who jerked his chin in the direction of the open door.


  Patrick sat down beside the owner. “I’m Detective Ducharme,” he said. “Can you tell me what happened?”


  The man shook his head. “It was so fast. She asked to see a pistol, a Smith and Wesson. Said she wanted to keep it in the house, for protection. She asked if I had any literature on that model, and when I turned my back to find some... she...” He shook his head and went silent.


  “Where did she get the bullets?” Patrick asked.


  “I didn’t sell them to her,” the owner said. “She must have had them in her purse.”


  Patrick nodded. “You stay here with Officer Rodriguez. I might have some more questions.”


  Inside the gun shop, there was a spray of blood and brain matter on the right-hand wall. The medical examiner, Guenther Frankenstein, was already bent over the body, lying sideways on the floor. “How the hell did you get here so fast?” Patrick asked.


  Guenther shrugged. “I was in town at a baseball card collectors’ show.”


  Patrick squatted beside him. “You collect baseball cards?”


  “Well, I can’t very well collect livers, can I?” He glanced at Patrick. “We really have to stop meeting like this.”


  “I wish.”


  “Pretty self-explanatory,” Guenther said. “She stuck the gun in her mouth and pulled the trigger.”


  Patrick noticed the purse on the glass counter. He rifled through it, finding a box of ammunition and the Wal-Mart receipt for them. Then he opened the woman’s wallet to find her ID, just at the same time Guenther rolled the body over.


  Even with the gunshot residue blackening her features, Patrick recognized her before he saw her name. He’d spoken to Yvette Harvey; he’d been the one to tell her that her only child—a daughter with Down syndrome—had not survived the shooting at Sterling High.


  Indirectly, Patrick realized, Peter Houghton’s casualty count was still rising.


  ***


  “Just because someone collects guns doesn’t mean they intend to use them,” Peter said, scowling.


  It was unseasonably warm for late March—a freakish eighty-five degrees—and the air-conditioning at the jail was broken. The inmates were walking around in their boxers; the guards were all on edge. The HVAC patrol, which had been called in on the pretense of humane incarceration, was working so slowly that Jordan figured they’d master their trade just in time for the snow to start falling again outside. He’d been sitting in a sweatbox of a conference room with Peter for over two hours now, and felt as if he’d soaked through every last fiber of his suit.


  He wanted to quit. He wanted to go home and tell Selena that he never should have taken this case, and then he wanted to drive with his family to the eighteen stingy miles of beach that New Hampshire was blessed with and jump fully clothed into the frigid Atlantic. Dying of hypothermia couldn’t be any worse than the slow kill Diana Leven and the DA’s office had in store for him in court.


  Whatever small hope Jordan had kindled by discovering a valid defense—albeit one that had never been used before a judge—had been steadily eroded in the weeks following the hearing by the discovery that had arrived from the DA’s office: stacks of paperwork, photos, and evidence. Given all this information, it was hard to imagine a jury caring why Peter had killed ten people—just that he had.


  Jordan pinched the bridge of his nose. “You were collecting guns,” he repeated. “I suppose you just happened to be storing them under your bed until you could get a nice glass display case.”


  “Don’t you believe me?”


  “People who collect guns do not hide them. People who collect guns do not have hit lists with photos circled.”


  Perspiration beaded on Peter’s forehead, around the collar of his prison uniform, and his mouth tightened.


  Jordan leaned forward. “Who’s the girl that got erased?”


  “What girl?”


  “In the photos. You circled her, and then you wrote LET LIVE.”


  Peter looked away. “She’s just someone I used to know.”


  “What’s her name?”


  “Josie Cormier.” Peter hesitated, then faced Jordan again. “She’s okay, right?”


  Cormier, Jordan thought. The only Cormier he knew was the judge sitting on Peter’s case.


  It couldn’t be.


  “Why?” he asked. “Did you hurt her?”


  Peter shook his head. “That’s a loaded question.”


  Had something happened here that Jordan didn’t know about?


  “Was she your girlfriend?”


  Peter smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “No.”


  Jordan had been in Judge Cormier’s district court a few times. He liked her. She was tough, but she was fair. In fact, she was the best judge Peter could have drawn for his case—the alternative superior court justice was Judge Wagner, who was a very old, prosecution-biased judge. Josie Cormier had not been a victim of the shooting, but that wasn’t the only scenario that would compromise Judge Cormier as the justice for the trial. Suddenly Jordan was thinking of witness tampering, of the hundred things that could go wrong. He was wondering how he could find out what Josie Cormier knew about the shooting, without anyone else learning that he’d been looking into it.


  He was wondering what she knew that might help Peter’s case.


  “Have you talked to her since you’ve been in here?” Jordan said.


  “If I’d talked to her, would I be asking you if she was okay?”


  “Well, don’t talk to her,” Jordan instructed. “Don’t talk to anyone except me.”


  “That’s like talking to a brick wall,” Peter muttered.


  “You know, I could rattle off a thousand things I’d rather be doing than sitting with you in a conference room that’s as hot as hell.”


  Peter narrowed his eyes. “Then why don’t you go do some of them? You don’t listen to a word I say, anyway.”


  “I listen to every word, Peter. I listen to it, and then I think about the boxes of evidence the DA dropped at my door, all of which make you look like a cold-blooded killer. I hear you tell me you were collecting guns, like you’re some kind of Civil War buff.”


  Peter flinched. “Fine. You want to know if I was going to use the guns? Yeah, I was. I planned it. I ran through the whole thing in my head. I worked out the details, down to the last second. I was going to kill the person I hated the most. But then I didn’t get to do it.”


  “Those ten people—”


  “Just got in the way,” Peter said.


  “Then who were you trying to kill?”


  On the opposite side of the room, the air conditioner suddenly choked to life. Peter turned away. “Me,” he said.


  One Year Before


  I still don’t think this is a good idea,” Lewis said as he opened the back door of the van. The dog, Dozer, was lying on his side, fighting to breathe.


  “You heard the vet,” Lacy said, stroking the retriever’s head. Good dog. They’d gotten him when Peter was three; now, at twelve, his kidneys had shut down. Keeping him alive with medications was only for their benefit, not his: it was too hard to imagine their house without the dog padding through its halls.


  “I wasn’t talking about putting him down,” Lewis clarified. “I was talking about bringing everyone along.”


  The boys fell out of the back of the van like heavy stones. They squinted in the sunlight, hunched their shoulders. Their broad backs made Lacy think of oak trees that tapered to the ground; they both had the same habit of turning in their left foot when they walked. She wished they could have seen how very alike they were.


  “I can’t believe you dragged us here,” Joey said.


  Peter kicked at the gravel in the parking lot. “This sucks.”


  “Language,” Lacy warned. “And as for all of us being here, I cannot believe you’d be selfish enough to not want to say good-bye to a member of the family.”


  “We could have said good-bye at home,” Joey muttered.


  Lacy put her hands on her hips. “Death is a part of life. I’d want to be surrounded by people I love when it’s my time, too.” She waited for Lewis to haul Dozer into his arms, then closed the hatch of the door.


  Lacy had requested the last appointment of the day, so that the doctor wouldn’t be rushed. They sat alone in the waiting room, the dog draped like a blanket over Lewis’s legs. Joey picked up a Sports Illustrated magazine from three years ago and started to read. Peter folded his arms and stared up at the ceiling.


  “Let’s all talk about our best Dozer memory,” Lacy said.


  Lewis sighed. “For God’s sake...”


  “This is lame,” Joey added.


  “For me,” Lacy said, as if they hadn’t even spoken, “it was when Dozer was a puppy, and I found him on the dining room table with his head stuck inside the turkey.” She stroked the dog’s head. “That was the year we had soup for Thanksgiving.”


  Joey slapped the magazine back on the end table and sighed.


  Marcia, the vet’s assistant, was a woman with a long braid that reached past her hips. Lacy had delivered her twin sons five years ago. “Hi, Lacy,” she said, and she came right up and folded her in her arms. “You okay?”


  The thing about death, Lacy knew, was that it robbed you of your vocabulary for comfort.


  Marcia walked up to Dozer and rubbed him behind the ears. “Did you want to wait out here?”


  “Yes,” Joey mouthed toward Peter.


  “We’re all coming in,” Lacy said firmly.


  They followed Marcia into one of the treatment rooms and settled Dozer on the examination table. He scrabbled for purchase, his claws clicking against the metal. “That’s a good boy,” Marcia said.


  Lewis and the boys filed into the room, standing against the wall like a police lineup. When the vet walked in, bearing his hypodermic, they shrank back even further. “Would you like to help hold him?” the vet asked.


  Lacy moved forward, nodding, and settled her arms around Marcia’s.


  “Well, Dozer, you put up a fine fight,” the vet said. He turned to the boys. “He won’t feel this.”


  “What is it?” Lewis asked, staring at the needle.


  “A combination of chemicals that relax the muscles and terminate nerve transmission. And without nerve transmission, there’s no thought, no feeling, no movement. It’s a bit like drifting off to sleep.” He felt around for a vein in the dog’s leg, while Marcia kept Dozer steady. He injected the solution and rubbed Dozer’s head.


  The dog took a deeper breath, and then stopped moving. Marcia stepped away, leaving Dozer in Lacy’s arms. “We’ll give you a minute,” she said, and she and the vet left the room.


  Lacy was used to holding new life in her hands, not feeling it pass from the body in her arms. It was just another transition—pregnancy to birth, child to adult, life to death—but there was something about letting go of the family pet that was even more difficult, as if it were silly to have feelings this strong for something that wasn’t human. As if admitting that you loved a dog—one that was always underfoot and scratching the leather and tracking mud into the house—as much as you loved your biological children were foolish.


  And yet.


  This was the dog who had stoically and silently allowed three-year-old Peter to ride him like a horse around the yard. This was the dog who had barked the house down when Joey had fallen asleep on the couch while his dinner was cooking, until the entire oven was on fire. This was the dog who sat beneath the desk on Lacy’s feet in the dead of winter as she answered email, sharing the heat of his pale, pinkened belly.


  She bent over the dog’s body and began to weep—quietly, at first, and then with loud sobs that made Joey turn away and Lewis wince.


  “Do something,” she heard Joey say, his voice thick and ropy.


  She felt a hand on her shoulder and assumed it was Lewis, but then Peter began to speak. “When he was a puppy,” Peter said. “The time we went to pick him out from the litter. All his brothers and sisters were trying to climb over the pen, and he was on the top of the stairs, and he looked at us and tripped and fell down them.” Lacy raised her face and stared at him. “That’s my best memory,” Peter said.


  Lacy had always considered herself lucky to have somehow received a child who was not the cookie-cutter American boy, one who was sensitive and emotional and so in tune with what others felt and thought. She let go of her fist-grip on the dog’s fur and opened her arms so that Peter could move into them. Unlike Joey, who was already taller than her and more muscular than Lewis, Peter still fit into her embrace. Even that square span of his shoulder blades—so expansive underneath a cotton shirt—seemed more delicate underneath her hands. Unfinished and rough-hewn, a man still waiting to happen.


  If only you could keep them that way: cast in amber, never growing up.


  ***


  At every school concert and play in Josie’s life, she’d had only one parent in the audience. Her mother—to her credit—had rearranged court dates so that she could watch Josie be plaque in the school dental hygiene play, or hear her five-note solo in the Christmas chorale. There were other kids who also had single parents—the ones who came from divorced families, for example—but Josie was the only person in the school who had never met her father. When she was little and her second-grade class was making necktie cards for Father’s Day, she was relegated to sitting in the corner with the girl whose dad had died prematurely at age forty-two of cancer.


  Like any curious kid, she’d asked her mother about this when she was growing up. Josie wanted to know why her parents weren’t married anymore; she hadn’t expected to hear that they were never married. “He wasn’t the marrying type,” she’d told Josie, and Josie hadn’t understood why that also meant he wasn’t the type to send a present for his daughter’s birthday, or to invite her to his home for a week during the summer, or to even call to hear her voice.


  This year, she was supposed to be taking biology, and she was already nervous about the unit on genetics. Josie didn’t know if her father had brown eyes or blue ones; if he had curly hair or freckles or six toes. Her mother had shrugged off Josie’s concerns. “Surely there’s someone in your class who’s adopted,” she said. “You know fifty percent more about your background than they do.”


  This is what Josie had pieced together about her father:


  His name was Logan Rourke. He’d been a teacher at the law school her mother had attended.


  His hair had gone white prematurely, but—her mother assured her—in a cool, not creepy, way.


  He was ten years older than her mother, which meant he was fifty.


  He had long fingers and played the piano.


  He couldn’t whistle.


  Not quite enough to fill a standard biography, if you asked Josie, not that anyone ever bothered to.


  She was sitting in bio lab next to Courtney. Josie ordinarily would not have picked Courtney as a lab partner—she wasn’t the brightest bulb in the chandelier—but that didn’t seem to matter. Mrs. Aracort was the teacher-adviser to the cheerleaders, and Courtney was one of those. No matter how skimpy their lab reports turned out, they still always managed to get A’s.


  A dissected cat brain was sitting on the front desk next to Mrs. Aracort. It smelled of formaldehyde and looked like roadkill, which would have been bad enough, but in addition, last period had been lunchtime. (“That thing,” Courtney had shuddered, “is going to make me even more bulimic.”) Josie was trying not to look at it while she worked on her class project: each student had been given a wireless-enabled Dell laptop to surf the Net for examples of humane animal research. So far Josie had catalogued a primate study being done by an allergy pill manufacturer, where monkeys were made asthmatic and then cured, and another one that involved SIDS and puppies.


  She hit a browser button by mistake and got a home page for The Boston Globe. Splashed across the screen was election coverage: the race between the incumbent district attorney and his challenger, the dean of students at Harvard Law School, a man named Logan Rourke.


  Butterflies rose inside Josie’s chest. There couldn’t be more than one, could there? She squinted, leaning closer to the screen, but the photograph was grainy and there was a sunlight glare. “What’s wrong with you?” Courtney whispered.


  Josie shook her head and closed the cover of her laptop, as if it, too, could hold fast to this secret.


  ***


  He never used a urinal. Even if Peter just had to pee, he didn’t want to do it standing next to some gargantuan twelfth grader who might make a comment about, well, the fact that he was a puny ninth grader, particularly in his nether regions. Instead, he’d go into a stall and close the door for privacy.


  He liked to read the bathroom walls. One of the stalls had a running series of knock-knock jokes. Others blurted the names of girls who gave blow jobs. There was one scribble that Peter found his eye veering toward repeatedly: TREY WILKINS IS A FAGGOT. He didn’t know Trey Wilkins—didn’t think he was even a student at Sterling High anymore—but Peter wondered if Trey had come into the bathroom and used the stalls to pee, too.


  Peter had left English in the middle of a pop quiz on grammar. He truly didn’t think that in the grand scheme of life, it was going to matter whether or not an adjective modified a noun or a verb or just dropped off the face of the earth, which is what he was sincerely hoping would happen before he had to go back to class. He had already done his business in the bathroom; now he was just wasting time. If he failed this quiz, it would be the second in a row. It wasn’t even his parents’ anger that Peter was worried about. It was the way they’d look at him, disappointed that he hadn’t turned out more like Joey.


  He heard the door of the bathroom open, and the busy slice of hallway noise that trailed on the heels of the two kids who entered. Peter ducked down, scanning beneath the stall door. Nikes. “I’m sweating like a pig,” said one voice.


  The second kid laughed. “That’s because you’re a lard-ass.”


  “Yeah, right. I could beat you on a basketball court with one hand tied behind my back.”


  Peter could hear a faucet running, water splashing.


  “Hey, you’re getting me soaked!”


  “Aaaah, much better,” the first voice said. “At least now I’m not sweating. Hey, check out my hair. I look like Alfalfa.”


  “Who?”


  “What are you, retarded? The kid from the Little Rascals with the cowlick thing on the back of his head.”


  “Actually, you look like a total fag...”


  “You know...” More laughter. “I do sort of look like Peter.”


  As soon as Peter heard his name, his heart thumped hard. He slid open the bolt in the stall door and stepped outside. Standing in front of the bank of sinks was a football player he knew only by sight, and his own brother. Joey’s hair was dripping wet, standing up on the back of his head the way Peter’s sometimes did, even when he tried to slick it down with his mother’s hair gel.


  Joey flicked a glance his way. “Get lost, freak,” he ordered, and Peter hurried out of the bathroom, wondering if that was even possible when you’d been missing most of your life.


  ***


  The two men standing in front of Alex’s bench shared a duplex, but hated each other. Arliss Undergroot was a Sheetrock installer with tattoos up and down both arms, a shaved head, and enough piercings in his head to have set off the metal detectors at the courthouse. Rodney Eakes was a vegan bank teller with a prized record collection of original cast recordings from Broadway shows. Arliss lived downstairs, Rodney lived upstairs. A few months back, Rodney had brought home a bale of hay, planning to use it for mulching his organic garden, but he never got around to it and the hay bale remained on Arliss’s porch. Arliss asked Rodney to get rid of the hay, but Rodney hadn’t moved fast enough. So one night, Arliss and his girlfriend cut the twine and spread the hay out over the front lawn.


  Rodney called the police, and they had actually arrested Arliss on the grounds of criminal mischief: legalspeak for destroying a bale of hay.


  “Why are the taxpayers of New Hampshire shelling out money for a case like this to be tried in court?” Alex asked.


  The police prosecutor shrugged. “The Chief asked me to pursue it,” he said, but then he rolled his eyes.


  He had already proven that Arliss had taken the bale of hay and spread it over the lawn—the burden of proof fulfilled. But a conviction in this case would mean Arliss would have a criminal record for the rest of his life.


  He might have been a lousy neighbor, but he didn’t deserve that.


  Alex turned to the prosecutor. “How much did the victim pay for that bale of hay?”


  “Four dollars, Your Honor.”


  Then she faced the defendant. “Do you have four dollars with you today?”


  Arliss nodded.


  “Good. Your case is filed without a finding conditional upon your paying the victim. Take four dollars out of your wallet and give it to the police officer over there, who will bring it to Mr. Eakes in the back of the courtroom.” She glanced at her clerk. “We’re taking a fifteen-minute recess.”


  In chambers, Alex stripped off her robe and grabbed a pack of cigarettes. She took the back stairs to the bottom floor of the building and lit up, inhaling deeply. There were days when she was proud of her job, and then there were others, like today, when she wondered why she even bothered.


  She found Liz, the groundskeeper, raking the lawn in front of the courthouse. “I brought you a cigarette,” Alex said.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “How did you know something was wrong?”


  “Because you’ve been working here for how many years, and you’ve never brought me a cigarette.”


  Alex leaned against the tree, watching leaves as bright as jewels catch in the tines of Liz’s rake. “I just wasted three hours on a case that never should have made it to a courthouse. I have a splitting headache. And I ran out of toilet paper in the bathroom in chambers and had to call the clerk in to get me a roll from maintenance.”


  Liz glanced up at the tree as a gust of wind sent a new score of leaves onto the raked grass. “Alex,” she said. “Can I ask you a question?”


  “Sure.”


  “When was the last time you got laid?”


  Alex turned, her mouth dropping open. “What does that have to—”


  “Most people who go to work spend their time wondering how long till they get back home to do whatever it is they really want to do. For you, it’s the other way around.”


  “That’s not true. Josie and I—”


  “What did you two do for fun this weekend?”


  Alex plucked a leaf and shredded it. In the past three years, Josie’s social calendar had become crammed with phone calls and sleepovers and packs of kids going to a movie or hanging out in someone’s basement lair. This weekend, Josie had gone shopping with Haley Weaver, a junior who’d just gotten her driver’s license. Alex had written two decisions and cleaned out the fruit and vegetable drawers in her refrigerator.


  “I’m setting you up on a blind date,” Liz said.


  ***


  There were a number of business establishments in Sterling that hired teenagers for after-school employment. After his first summer at QuikCopy, Peter had deduced that this was because the jobs mostly sucked, and they couldn’t find anyone else to do them.


  He was responsible for photocopying most of the course material for Sterling College, which professors brought in. He knew how to shrink a document down to one-thirty-second of its original size, and how to add toner. When customers paid, he liked to guess what size bill they were going to pull out of their wallets just by the way they dressed or wore their hair. College kids always used twenties. Moms with strollers whipped out a credit card. Professors used crumpled singles.


  The reason he was working was because he needed a new computer with a better graphics card, so that he could do some of the gaming design he and Derek had been into lately. It never failed to amaze Peter how you could take a seemingly senseless string of commands and—magic!—it would become a knight or a sword or a castle on the screen. He liked the very concept: that something the ordinary person might dismiss as gibberish was actually vibrant and eye-catching, if you knew how to look at it.


  Last week, when his boss said he’d hired another high school student, Peter had become so nervous that he actually had to lock himself in the bathroom for twenty minutes until he could act like it was no big deal. As stupid and boring as this job was, it was a haven. Peter was alone here most of the afternoon; he didn’t have to worry about crossing paths with the cool kids.


  But if Mr. Cargrew was hiring someone else from Sterling High, then that person knew who Peter was. And even if the kid wasn’t part of the popular crowd, the copy center would no longer be a comfortable place. Peter would have to think twice about what he said or did, because otherwise, it would become fodder for rumors around school.


  To Peter’s great surprise, however, his co-worker turned out to be Josie Cormier.


  She had walked in behind Mr. Cargrew. “This is Josie,” he said, by way of introduction. “You two know each other?”


  “Sort of,” Josie had replied, as Peter answered, “Yeah.”


  “Peter will show you the ropes,” Mr. Cargrew said, and then he left to go play golf.


  Occasionally when Peter walked down the hall in school and he saw Josie with her new group of friends, he didn’t recognize her. She dressed differently now—in jeans that showed off her flat belly and a rainbow of T-shirts layered one over the other. She wore makeup that made her eyes look enormous. And a little sad, he sometimes thought, but he doubted she knew that.


  The last major conversation he’d had with Josie had been five years ago, when they were in sixth grade. He had been certain that the real Josie would come out of this fog of popularity and realize that the people she was hanging around with were about as scintillating as cardboard cutouts. He was sure that as soon as they started ripping on other people, she’d come back to Peter. Oh my God, she would say, and they’d laugh about her journey to the underworld. What was I thinking?


  But Josie never came crawling back to him, and then he started to hang out with Derek from the soccer team, and by the time he was in seventh grade he found it really hard to believe that once, he and Josie had spent two weeks coming up with a secret handshake that no one else would ever be able to duplicate.


  “So,” Josie had said that first day, as if she’d never met him before, “what do we do?”


  They had been working together for a week now. Well, not together—it was more like they were doing a dance punctuated with the sighs and throaty grumbles of the copiers and the shrill ring of the telephone. Mostly, if they spoke, it was informational: Do we have any more toner for the color copier? How much do I charge someone to receive a fax here?


  This afternoon, Peter was photocopying articles for a psychology course at the college. Every now and then, as the pages whipped through the automatic collating machine, he’d see brain scans of schizophrenics—bright pink circles at the frontal lobes that reproduced in shades of gray. “What’s that word you use when you call something by its brand name instead of what it really is?”


  Josie was stapling together another job. She shrugged.


  “Like Xerox,” Peter said. “Or Kleenex.”


  “Jell-O,” Josie answered after a moment.


  “Google.”


  Josie glanced up. “Band-Aid,” she said.


  “Q-tip.”


  She thought for a second, a grin spreading over her face. “FedEx. Wiffle ball.”


  Peter smiled. “Rollerblade. Frisbee.”


  “Crock-Pot.”


  “That’s not—”


  “Go look it up,” Josie said. “Jacuzzi. Post-it.”


  “Magic Marker.”


  “Ping-Pong!”


  By now they’d both stopped working. They were standing next to each other, laughing, when the bell over the door chimed.


  Matt Royston walked into the store. He was wearing a Sterling hockey cap—even though the season wouldn’t start for another month, everyone knew he would be tapped for varsity, even as a freshman. Peter—who’d been reveling in the miracle that here was Josie, again, like she used to be—watched her turn to Matt. Her cheeks pinkened; her eyes leaped like the brightest part of a flame. “What are you doing here?”


  He leaned against the counter. “Is that how you treat all your customers?”


  “Do you need something copied?”


  Matt’s mouth cocked up in a grin. “No way. I’m an original.” He glanced around the store. “So this is where you work.”


  “No, I just come here for the free caviar and champagne,” Josie joked.


  Peter watched this exchange from behind the counter. He waited for Josie to tell Matt that she was in the middle of doing something, which might not necessarily be true, but they had been having a conversation. Sort of.


  “When do you get off?” Matt asked.


  “Five.”


  “Some of us are going over to Drew’s tonight to hang out.”


  “Is that an invitation?” she said, and Peter noticed that when she smiled, really hard, she had a dimple he’d never noticed before. Or maybe she just hadn’t smiled that way around him.


  “Do you want it to be?” Matt answered.


  Peter walked toward the counter. “We have to get back to work,” he blurted out.


  Matt’s eyes flicked over Peter. “Stop looking at me, homo.”


  Josie moved so that her body was blocking Peter’s view of Matt. “What time?”


  “Seven.”


  “I’ll see you over there,” she said.


  Matt rapped his hands against the counter. “Cool,” he replied, and he walked out of the store.


  “Saran Wrap,” Peter said. “Vaseline.”


  Josie turned to him, confused. “What? Oh. Right.” She picked up the materials she’d been stapling, stacked a few more packets on top of each other, aligned their edges.


  Peter added paper to the machine that was working on his job. “Do you like him?” he asked.


  “Matt? I guess.”


  “Not like that,” Peter said. He pressed the Copy button, watched the machine begin to birth a hundred identical babies.


  When Josie didn’t answer, he went to stand next to her at the sorting table. He gathered a packet of papers in his hands and stapled it, then handed it to her. “What does it feel like?” he asked.


  “What does what feel like?”


  Peter thought for a moment. “Being at the top.”


  Josie reached across him for another packet of material and fed it into the stapler. She did three of these, and Peter was certain that she was going to ignore him, but then she spoke. “Like if you take one wrong step,” she said, “you’re going to fall.”


  When she said that, Peter could hear a note in her voice that was like a lullaby. He could vividly remember sitting on Josie’s driveway in the heat of July, trying to make a fire with sawdust, sunlight, and his glasses. He could hear her yelling over her shoulder as they ran home from school, daring Peter to catch up. He saw a faint flush paint her face and realized that the Josie who used to be his friend was still there, trapped inside several cocoons, like one of those Russian nesting dolls that hides another and another, until you reach the one that fits snug in the palm of your hand.


  If he could just somehow make her remember those things, too. Maybe being popular wasn’t what had made Josie start hanging out with Matt and Company. Maybe it was just because she’d forgotten that she liked hanging out with Peter.


  From the corner of his eye, he looked at Josie. She was biting her lower lip, concentrating hard on getting the staple straight. Peter wished he knew how to be as easy and natural as Matt, but all his life, he’d always seemed to laugh just a little too loud or too late; to be oblivious to the fact that he was the one being laughed at. He didn’t know how to be anyone except who he’d always been, so he took a deep breath and told himself that not too long ago, that had been good enough for Josie anyway.


  “Hey,” he said. “Check this out.” He walked into the adjoining office, the one where Mr. Cargrew kept a picture of his wife and kids and his computer, which was firmly off-limits and password-encoded.


  Josie followed him and stood behind the chair as Peter sat down. He keyed a few strokes, and suddenly the screen opened up for access.


  “How did you do that?” Josie asked.


  Peter shrugged. “I’ve been playing around with computers a lot. I hacked into Cargrew’s last week.”


  “I don’t think we should—”


  “Wait.” Peter picked his way through the computer until he reached a well-hidden file of downloads and opened up the first porn site.


  “Is that... a dwarf?” Josie murmured. “And a donkey?”


  Peter tilted his head. “I thought it was a really big cat.”


  “Either way, it’s totally gross.” She shuddered. “Ugh. How am I going to take a paycheck from that guy’s hand now?” Then she looked down at Peter. “What else can you do with that computer?”


  “Anything,” he bragged.


  “Like... hack into other places? Schools and stuff?”


  “Sure,” Peter said, although he didn’t really know about that. He was just starting to learn about encryption and how to make wormholes through it.


  “What about finding an address?”


  “Piece of cake,” Peter answered. “Whose?”


  “Someone totally random,” she said, and she leaned over him to type. He could smell her hair—apples—and felt the press of her shoulder against his. Peter closed his eyes, waiting for lightning to strike. Josie was pretty, and she was a girl, and yet... he felt nothing.


  Was that because she was too familiar—like a sister?


  Or because she wasn’t a he?


  Stop looking at me, homo.


  He did not tell Josie this, but when he’d first found Mr. Cargrew’s porn site, he’d found himself staring at the guys, not the girls. Did that mean he was attracted to them? Then again, he’d looked at the animals, too. Couldn’t it just have been curiosity? Comparison, even, between the men and him?


  What if it turned out that Matt—and everyone else—was right?


  Josie clicked on the mouse a few times until the screen was filled with an article from The Boston Globe. “There,” she said, pointing. “That guy.”


  Peter squinted at the caption. “Who’s Logan Rourke?”


  “Who cares,” Josie said. “Someone who looks like he has an unlisted address, anyway.”


  He did, but then, Peter figured that anyone running for public office probably was smart enough to take their personal information out of the phone book. It took him ten minutes to figure out that Logan Rourke had worked for Harvard Law School, and another fifteen to hack into the human resources files there.


  “Ta-da,” Peter said. “He lives in Lincoln. Conant Road.”


  He looked over his shoulder and saw his smile spread, contagious, over Josie’s face. She stared at the screen for a long moment. “You are good,” she said.


  ***


  Economists, it was often said, knew the price of everything and the value of nothing. Lewis considered this as he opened up the enormous file on his office computer, the World Values Survey. Gathered by Norwegian social scientists, here was data collected from hundreds of thousands of people around the world—an endless array of details. Simple ones—like age, gender, birth order, weight, religion, marital status, number of children—and more complex accounts, like political views and religious affiliations. The survey had even considered time allocation: how long a person spent at work, how often he went to church, how many times a week he had sex and with how many partners.


  What would have seemed tedious to most people was, to Lewis, like a roller-coaster ride. When you started to sort out the patterns in data this massive, you didn’t know where you’d twist or turn, how steep the fall or how soaring the heights. He’d examined these numbers often enough to know that he’d be able to quickly crank out a paper for next week’s conference. It didn’t have to be perfect—the gathering was small, and his higher-ranking peers wouldn’t be present. He could always take whatever he eked out now and polish it later for publication in an academic journal.


  The focus of his paper involved putting a price on the variables of happiness. Everyone always said that money bought happiness, but how much? Did income have a direct or causal effect on happiness? Were happier people more successful in their jobs, or were they given a higher wage because they were happier people?


  Happiness wasn’t limited to one’s income, either. Was marriage more valuable in America or Europe? Did sex matter? Why did churchgoers report higher levels of happiness than nonchurchgoers? Why did Scandinavians—who scored high on the happiness scale—have one of the highest suicide rates in the world?


  As Lewis set about picking through the variables of the survey using multivariate regression analysis on STATA, he thought about the value he’d have put on the variables of his own happiness. What monetary compensation would have made up for not having a woman like Lacy in his life? For not getting a tenured position at Sterling College? For his health?


  It didn’t do the average person much good to know that marital status was associated with a 0.07 level increase in happiness (with a standard error of 0.02 percent). On the other hand, tell the Average Joe that being married had the same effect on overall happiness as an additional $100,000 a year, and it put things into perspective.


  These were the findings he’d reached so far:


  1.Higher income was associated with higher happiness, but in diminishing returns. For example, someone who made $50,000 reported being happier than the man with a salary of $25,000. But the incremental gain in happiness that came from getting a raise from $50K to $100K was much less.


  2.In spite of material improvements, happiness is flat over time—relative income might be more important than absolute income gains.


  3.Well-being was greatest among women, married people, the highly educated, and those whose parents didn’t divorce.


  4.Women’s happiness was declining over time, possibly because they’d reached greater equality with men in the labor market.


  5.Blacks in the U.S. were much less happy than whites, but their life satisfaction was on the upswing.


  6.Calculations indicated that “reparation” for being unemployed would take $60,000 per year. “Reparation” for being black would take $30,000 per year. “Reparation” for being widowed or separated would take $100,000 per year.


  There was a game Lewis used to play with himself, after the kids were born, when he was feeling so ridiculously lucky that surely tragedy was bound to strike. He’d lie in bed and force himself to choose what he was first willing to lose: his marriage, his job, a child. He would wonder how much a man could take before he reduced himself to nothing.


  He closed the data window and stared at the screen saver on his computer. It was a picture taken when the kids were eight and ten, at a petting zoo in Connecticut. Joey had hoisted his brother up, piggyback, and they were grinning, with a striated pink sunset in the background. Moments later, a deer (deer on steroids, Lacy had said) had knocked Joey’s feet out from beneath him and both boys had fallen and dissolved into tears... but that was not the way Lewis liked to recall it.


  Happiness wasn’t just what you reported; it was also how you chose to remember.


  There was one other finding he’d catalogued: happiness was U-shaped. People were happiest when they were very young and very old. The trough came, roughly, when you hit your forties.


  Or in other words, Lewis thought with relief, this is as bad as it gets.


  ***


  Although Josie got A’s in math and liked the subject, it was the one grade she had to fight for. Numbers did not come easily to her, although she could reason with logic and write an essay without breaking a sweat. In this, she supposed, she was like her mother.


  Or possibly her father.


  Mr. McCabe, their math teacher, was walking through the rows of desks, tossing a tennis ball against the ceiling and singing a bastardized Don McLean song:


  “Bye, bye, what’s the value of pi


  Gotta fidget with the digits


  Till this class has gone by...


  Them ninth graders were workin’ hard with a sigh


  Sayin’, Mr. McCabe, come on, why?


  Oh Mr. McCabe, come on, why-y-y...”


  Josie erased a coordinate from the graph paper in front of her. “We’re not even using pi,” one kid said.


  The teacher whirled around and tossed the tennis ball so that it bounced on the boy’s desk. “Andrew, I’m so glad to see you woke up in time to notice that.”


  “Does this count as a pop quiz?”


  “No. Maybe I should go on TV,” Mr. McCabe mused. “Is there a Math Idol”


  “God, I hope not,” Matt muttered from the desk behind Josie. He poked her shoulder and she pushed her paper to the upper left corner of her desk, because she knew he could see the homework answers better there.


  This week they were working on graphing. In addition to a bazillion assignments that made you take data and force it into bar graphs and charts, each student had had to create and present a graph of something near and dear to them. Mr. McCabe left ten minutes at the end of each class period for the presentation. Yesterday, Matt had shown off a graph of relative age of hockey players in the NHL. Josie, who was presenting hers tomorrow, had polled her friends to see if there was a ratio between the number of hours you spent doing your homework and your grade point average.


  Today was Peter Houghton’s turn. She had seen him carrying his graph into school, a rolled-up piece of poster board. “Well, look at that,” Mr. McCabe said. “Turns out we are talking about pie. The other one, that is.”


  Peter’s graph was a pie chart. It had been clearly shaded with colors, and computer labels identified each section. The title at the top of the chart said POPULARITY.


  “Whenever you’re ready, Peter,” Mr. McCabe said.


  Peter looked a little bit like he was going to pass out, but then, Peter always looked like that. Since Josie had started working at the copy shop, they’d been talking again, but—by unwritten rule—only outside of school. Inside was different: a fishbowl where anything you said and did was being watched by everyone else.


  When they were kids, Peter had never seemed to notice when he was drawing attention just by being himself. Like when he’d decide to speak Martian during recess, for example. Josie supposed that the flip side of this, the optimistic angle, was that Peter never tried to be like anyone else. She couldn’t lay claim to that herself.


  Peter cleared his throat. “My graph is about status in this school. My statistical sample came from the twenty-four students in this class. You can see here”—he pointed at one wedge of the pie—“that a little less than a third of the class are popular.”


  Shaded violet—the color of popularity—were seven wedges, each sporting a different classmate’s name. There was Matt, and Drew. A few girls who hung out at lunchtime with Josie. But the class clown was also lumped in that group, Josie noticed, and the new kid who’d transferred from Washington, D.C.


  “Over here are the geeks,” Peter said, and Josie could see the names of the class brain and the girl who played tuba in the marching band. “The largest group is what I call normal. And roughly five percent are outcasts.”


  Everyone had grown quiet. This was one of those moments, Josie realized, when the guidance counselors would get called in to give everyone a booster shot of tolerance for differences. She could see Mr. McCabe’s brow furrow like origami as he tried to figure out how to turn Peter’s presentation into an After School Special moment; she saw Drew and Matt grinning at each other; and most of all, she noticed Peter, who was blissfully unaware that all hell was about to break loose.


  Mr. McCabe cleared his throat. “You know, Peter, maybe you and I should—”


  Matt’s hand shot up. “Mr. McCabe, I have a question.”


  “Matt—”


  “No, seriously. I can’t read that skinny piece of the pie chart. The orange one.”


  “Oh,” Peter said. “That’s a bridge. You know. A person who can fit into more than one category, or who hangs out with different kinds of people. Like Josie.”


  He turned to her, beaming, and Josie felt everyone’s eyes on her—a hail of arrows. She curled over her desk like a midnight rose, letting her hair fall over her face. To be honest, she was used to being stared at—walk anywhere with Courtney and it was bound to happen—but there was a difference between people looking at you because they wanted to be like you, and people looking at you because your misfortune brought them one rung higher.


  At the very least, kids would remember that once, Josie had been an outcast who used to hang out with Peter. Or they’d assume that Peter had some weird crush on her, which was just sick, and she’d never hear the end of it. A murmur ran through the classroom like an electric shock. Freak, someone whispered, and Josie prayed prayed prayed that they were not talking about her.


  Because there was a God, the bell rang.


  “So, Josie,” Drew said. “Are you the Tobin or the Golden Gate?”


  Josie tried to stuff her books into her backpack, but they scattered to the ground, pages splayed. “London,” John Eberhard snickered. “Look, she’s falling down.”


  By now, someone in her math class had surely told someone else down the hall what had happened. Josie would hear laughter following her like a kite’s tail for that whole day—maybe even longer.


  She realized that someone was trying to help her pick up her books, and then—one beat later—that this someone was Peter. “Don’t,” Josie said, holding up a hand, a force field that stopped Peter in his tracks. “Don’t ever talk to me again, all right?”


  In the hallway, she turned corners blindly until she found the little alley that led to the wood shop. Josie had been so naïve, thinking that once she belonged, she was firmly entrenched. But In only existed because someone had drawn a line in the sand, so that everyone else was Out; and that line changed constantly. You might find yourself, through no fault of your own, suddenly standing on the wrong side.


  What Peter hadn’t graphed was how fragile popularity was. Here was the irony: she wasn’t a bridge at all; she’d completely crossed over to become part of her group. She’d excluded other people to get to where she so badly wanted to be. Why would those kids ever welcome her back?


  “Hey.”


  At the sound of Matt’s voice, Josie drew in a sharp breath. “Just so you know, I’m not friends with him.”


  “Well, actually, he’s right about you.”


  Josie blinked at him. She’d witnessed, firsthand, Matt’s cruelty—how he’d shoot rubber bands at ESL students who didn’t know the words to report him to the faculty; how he called one overweight girl the Walking Earthquake; how he’d hide a shy kid’s math textbook in order to watch him freak out, thinking it was lost. It was funny then, because it hadn’t been about Josie. But being the object of his humiliation felt like a slap. She’d thought, mistakenly, that hanging with the right crowd granted her immunity, but that turned out to be a joke. They’d cut you down anyway, as long as it made them seem funnier, cooler, different from you.


  Seeing Matt with that grin on his face, as if he’d thought she was a total joke all along, hurt even more, because she’d considered him a friend. Well, to be honest, sometimes she wished for even more than that: when a fringe of hair fell over his eyes and his smile lit as slowly as a fuse, she went totally monosyllabic. But Matt had that effect on everyone—even Courtney, who’d gone out with him in sixth grade for two weeks.


  “I never thought anything the homo said would be worth listening to, but bridges take you from one place to another,” Matt said. “And that’s what you do to me.” He took Josie’s hand, pressed it up against his chest.


  His heart was beating so hard she could feel it, as if possibility were something you might cup in your palm. She looked up at him, keeping her eyes wide open as he leaned in to kiss her, so that she would not miss a single, startling moment. Josie could taste the heat of him like cinnamon candy, the kind that burned.


  Finally, when Josie remembered that she had to breathe, she tore away from Matt. She had never been so aware of every inch of her skin; even the bits hidden under layers of T-shirt and sweater had come alive.


  “Jesus,” Matt said, backing away.


  She panicked. Maybe he had just remembered he was kissing a girl who five minutes ago had been a social pariah. Or maybe she’d done something wrong during the kiss. It’s not like there was a manual you could read so you’d know how to do it right.


  “I guess I’m not very good at that,” Josie stammered.


  Matt raised his brows. “If you get much better... you might kill me.”


  Josie felt a smile start inside her like a candle flame. “Really?”


  He nodded.


  “That was my first kiss,” she admitted.


  When Matt touched her lower lip with his thumb, Josie could feel it everywhere—from her fingertips to her throat to the heat between her legs. “Well,” he said. “It’s not going to be your last.”


  ***


  Alex was getting ready in her bathroom when Josie wandered in, looking for a new razor. “What’s that?” Josie had asked, scrutinizing Alex’s face in the mirror as if it belonged to a stranger.


  “Mascara?”


  “Well, I know what it is,” Josie said. “I meant, what’s it doing on you?”


  “Maybe I felt like wearing makeup.”


  Josie sank down onto the lip of the bathtub, grinning. “And maybe I’m the Queen of England. What is it... a new photo for some law review?” Suddenly, her eyebrows shot up. “You’re not going on, like, a date, are you?”


  “Not ‘like’ a date,” Alex said, brushing on blush. “It’s an honest-to-goodness one.”


  “Oh, my gosh. Tell me about him.”


  “I don’t know anything. Liz set me up.”


  “Liz the custodian?”


  “She’s a groundskeeper,” Alex said.


  “Whatever. She must have told you something about this guy.” Josie hesitated. “It is a guy, right?”


  “Josie!”


  “Well, it’s been a really long time. The last date you went out on that I can remember was the man who wouldn’t eat anything green.”


  “That wasn’t the issue,” Alex said. “It was that he wouldn’t let me eat anything green.”


  Josie stood up and reached for a tube of lipstick. “This is a good color for you,” she said, and she swept the tube over Alex’s mouth.


  Alex and Josie were exactly the same height; looking into her daughter’s eyes, Alex could see a tiny reflection of herself. She wondered why she’d never done this with Josie: sat her down in the bathroom and played with eye shadow, painted her toenails, curled her hair. They were memories that every other mother of a daughter seemed to have; only now was Alex realizing that it had been up to her to create them.


  “There,” Josie said, turning Alex to look in the mirror. “What do you think?”


  Alex was staring, but not at herself. Over her shoulder was Josie—and for the first time, Alex could really see a piece of herself in her daughter. It wasn’t so much the shape of the face but the shine of it; not the color of the eyes but the dream caught like smoke in them. There was no amount of expensive makeup that would make her look the way her Josie did; that was simply what falling in love did to a person.


  Could you be jealous of your own child?


  “Well,” Josie said, patting Alex’s shoulders. “I’d ask you out for a second date.”


  The doorbell rang. “I’m not even dressed,” Alex said, panicked.


  “I’ll stall him.” Josie hurried down the stairs; as Alex shimmied into a black dress and heels, she could hear conversation stir, rise up the stairs.


  Joe Urquhardt was a Canadian banker who’d been roommates with Liz’s cousin in Toronto. He was, she had promised, a nice guy. Alex asked why, then, if he was so nice, he was still single.


  How would you answer that question? Liz had asked, and Alex had to think for a moment.


  I’m not that nice, she’d said.


  She was pleasantly surprised to see that Joe was not troll-statured, that he had a head of wavy brown hair that did not seem to be attached by double-sided tape, and that he had teeth. He whistled when he saw Alex. “All rise,” he said. “And by all, I do mean Mr. Happy.”


  The smile froze on Alex’s face. “Would you excuse me for a moment?” she asked, and she dragged Josie into the kitchen. “Shoot me now.”


  “Okay, that was pretty awful. But at least he eats green food. I asked.”


  “What if you go out there and say I’m violently ill?” Alex said. “You and I can get take-out. Rent a movie or something.”


  Josie’s smile faded. “But, Mom, I’ve already got plans.” She peered out the doorway to where Joe was waiting. “I could tell Matt that—”


  “No, no,” Alex said, forcing a smile. “One of us ought to be having a good time.”


  She walked out of the kitchen and found Joe holding up a candlestick, scrutinizing the bottom. “I’m very sorry, but something’s come up.”


  “Tell me about it, babe,” Joe said, leering.


  “No, I mean that I can’t go out tonight. There’s a case,” she lied. “I have to go back into court.”


  Maybe being from Canada was what kept Joe from understanding how incredibly unlikely it would be for court to be in session on a Saturday night. “Oh,” he said. “Well, far be it from me to keep those wheels of justice from grinding. Some other time?”


  Alex nodded, ushering him outside. She took off her heels and padded upstairs to change into her rattiest sweats. She would eat chocolate for dinner; she would watch chick flicks until she was completely sobbed out. As she passed the bathroom, she could hear the shower running—Josie getting ready for her own date.


  For a moment Alex stood with her hand on the door, wondering whether Josie would welcome her if she went in and guided her in putting on her makeup, offered to style her hair—just as Josie had done for her. But for Josie, that was natural—she’d spent a lifetime grabbing moments of Alex’s time, when Alex was busy preparing for something else. Somehow, Alex had assumed that time was infinite, that Josie would always be there waiting. She never guessed that she herself would one day be left behind.


  In the end, Alex drew away from the bathroom door without knocking, too afraid she might hear Josie say she did not need her mother’s help to even risk making that initial offer.


  ***


  The one thing that had saved Josie from total social ruin in the wake of Peter’s math presentation was her simultaneous anointing as Matt Royston’s girlfriend. Unlike most of the other sophomores who were occasional couples—random hookups at parties, best-friend-with-benefits situations—she and Matt were an item. Matt walked her to her classes and often left her at the door with a kiss that everyone watched. Anyone stupid enough to mention Peter Houghton’s name in conjunction with Josie’s had to answer to him.


  Everyone, that is, except for Peter himself. At work, he didn’t seem to be able to pick up on the clues that Josie gave him—turning her back when he came into the room, ignoring him when he asked her a question. He finally cornered her in the supply room one afternoon. How come you’re acting like this? he said.


  Because when I was nice to you, you thought we were friends.


  But we are friends, he replied.


  Josie had faced him. You don’t get to decide that, she said.


  One afternoon at work, when Josie went out to the Dumpster with a load of trash, Peter was already there. It was his fifteen-minute break; usually he walked across the street and bought himself an apple juice, but today he was leaning over the metal lip of the Dumpster. “Move,” she said, and she hefted the bags of garbage up and over.


  As soon as they struck bottom, a shower of sparks rose.


  Almost immediately, fire climbed up the cardboard stacked inside the Dumpster; it roared against the metal. “Peter, get down from there,” Josie yelled. Peter didn’t move. The flames danced in front of his face, the heat distorted his features. “Peter, now!” She reached up, grabbing his arm, pulling him down to the pavement as something—toner? oil?—exploded inside the Dumpster.


  “We have to call 911,” Josie cried, and she scrambled to her feet.


  The firemen arrived in minutes, spraying some noxious chemical into the Dumpster. Josie paged Mr. Cargrew, who’d been on the golf course. “Thank God you weren’t hurt,” he said to both of them.


  “Josie saved me,” Peter replied.


  While Mr. Cargrew spoke to the firemen, she went back into the copy shop with Peter following. “I knew you’d save me,” Peter said. “That’s why I did it.”


  “Did what?” But Peter didn’t have to answer, because Josie already knew why Peter had been up on the Dumpster when he should have been on break. She knew who’d tossed the match, the moment he heard her exiting the back door with bags of garbage.


  Josie told herself, even as she pulled Mr. Cargrew aside, that she was only doing what any responsible employee would do: tell the boss who had tried to destroy his property. She did not admit that she was scared by what Peter had said, by the truth of it. And she pretended not to feel that small fanning in her chest—a smaller version of the fire that Peter had started—which she identified, for the very first time in her life, as revenge.


  When Mr. Cargrew fired Peter, Josie didn’t listen to the conversation. She felt his gaze on her—hot, accusing—as he left, but she focused her attention on a job from a local bank instead. As she stared at the papers coming out of the machine, she considered how strange it was to measure success by how closely each product resembled the one that had come before.


  ***


  After school, Josie waited for Matt at the flagpole. He’d sneak up behind her and she’d pretend she didn’t notice him coming, until he kissed her. People watched, and Josie loved that. In a way, she thought of her status as a secret identity: now, if she got straight A’s or said she actually liked to read for fun, she wouldn’t be thought of as a freak, simply because when people saw her, they noticed her popularity first. It was, she figured, a little like what her mother experienced wherever she went: when you were the judge, no other trait really mattered.


  Sometimes she had nightmares in which Matt realized she was a fraud—that she wasn’t beautiful; she wasn’t cool; she wasn’t anyone worthy of admiration. What were we thinking? she imagined her friends saying, and maybe for that reason, it was so hard even when she was awake to think of them as friends.


  She and Matt had plans for this weekend—important plans that she could hardly keep to herself. As she sat on the stone steps leading up to the flagpole, waiting for him, she felt someone tap her on the shoulder. “You’re late,” she accused, grinning, and then she turned around to see Peter.


  He looked just as shocked as she felt, even though he’d been the one to seek her out. In the months since Josie had gotten Peter fired from the copy shop, she had gone out of her way to avoid coming in contact with him—no easy feat, given that they were in math class together every day and passed in the halls numerous times. Josie would always make sure she had her nose in a book or her attention firmly focused on another conversation.


  “Josie,” he said, “can we talk for a minute?”


  Students were streaming out of the school; she could feel their glances flick over her like a whip. Were they staring at her because of who she was, or because of who she was with?


  “No,” she said flatly.


  “It’s just... I really need Mr. Cargrew to give me my job back. I know it was a mistake, what I did. I thought maybe—maybe if you told him...” He broke off. “He likes you,” Peter said.


  Josie wanted to tell him to go away; that she didn’t want to work with him again, much less be seen having a conversation with him. But something had happened during the months since Peter had set that Dumpster fire. The payback she’d thought he was due, after his math-class elegy to Josie, had burned in her chest every time she thought about it. And Josie had started to wonder if maybe Peter had gotten the wrong idea not because he was crazy, but because she’d led him to it. After all, when no one was around at the copy shop, they’d talked to each other, they’d laughed. He was an okay kid—just not someone you wanted to be associated with, necessarily, in public. But feeling that way was different than acting on it, right? She wasn’t like Drew and Matt and John, who’d shove Peter into the wall when they walked by him in the halls, or who stole his brown-bag lunch and played monkey in the middle with it, until it ripped and the contents spilled onto the floor—was she?


  She didn’t want to talk to Mr. Cargrew. She didn’t want Peter to think that she wanted to be his friend, that she even wanted to be his acquaintance.


  But she didn’t want to be like Matt either, whose comments to Peter sometimes made her feel sick inside.


  Peter was sitting across from her, waiting for an answer, and then suddenly he wasn’t. He tumbled down the stone steps as Matt stood over him. “Get away from my girlfriend, homo,” Matt said. “Go find a nice little boy to play with.”


  Peter had landed facedown on the pavement. When he lifted his head, his lip was bleeding. He looked at Josie first, and to her surprise, he didn’t seem upset or even angry—just truly, deeply tired. “Matt,” Peter said, coming up on his knees. “Do you have a big dick?”


  “Wouldn’t you like to know,” Matt said.


  “Not really.” Peter staggered to his feet. “I just wondered if it was long enough for you to go fuck yourself.”


  Josie felt the air charge between them the moment before Matt was on Peter like a hurricane, punching him in the face, wrestling him bodily to the ground. “You like this, don’t you,” Matt spat as he pinned Peter down.


  Peter shook his head, tears streaming down his cheeks, streaking the blood. “Get... off...”


  “I bet you wish you could,” Matt sneered.


  By now a crowd had gathered. Josie glanced around frantically, looking for a teacher, but it was after school and there were none around. “Stop,” she cried, watching Peter squirm away as Matt went after him again. “Matt, just stop it.”


  He pulled his next punch and got to his feet, leaving Peter curled on his side like a fiddlehead. “You’re right. Why waste my time,” Matt said, and he started walking, waiting for Josie to fall into place beside him.


  They were heading toward his car. Josie knew that they’d swing into town and grab a coffee before going back to her house. There, Josie would focus on her homework until it became impossible to ignore Matt rubbing her shoulders or kissing her neck, and then they’d make out until they heard her mother’s car pulling into the garage.


  There was still an unleashed fury to Matt; his fists were curled at his sides. Josie reached for one, unfurled his hand, threaded their fingers together. “Can I say something without making you mad?” she asked.


  This was rhetorical, Josie knew: Matt was already angry. It was the flip side to the passion that made her feel as if she’d gone electric inside—just directed, negatively, at someone weak.


  When he didn’t answer, Josie forged ahead. “I don’t get why you have to pick on Peter Houghton.”


  “The homo was the one who started it,” Matt argued. “You heard what he said.”


  “Well, yeah,” Josie said. “After you pushed him down the steps.”


  Matt stopped walking. “Since when did you become his guardian angel?”


  He was staring in a way that cut her to the quick. Josie shivered. “I’m not,” she said quickly, and she took a deep breath. “I just... I don’t like the way you treat kids who aren’t like us, all right? Just because you don’t want to hang out with losers doesn’t mean you have to torture them, does it?”


  “Yeah, it does,” Matt said. “Because if there isn’t a them, there can’t be an us.” His eyes narrowed. “You should know that better than anyone.”


  Josie felt herself go numb. She didn’t know whether Matt was bringing up Peter’s little math chart, or worse, her history as Peter’s friend in earlier grades—but she didn’t want to find out, either. This was her biggest fear, after all: that the in crowd would realize she’d been out all the time.


  She wouldn’t tell Mr. Cargrew what Peter had said. She wouldn’t even acknowledge him again, if he came up to her. And she wouldn’t lie to herself, either, and pretend she was any less awful than Matt when he mocked Peter or beat him up. You did what you had to, to cement your place in the pecking order. And the best way to stay on top was to step on someone else to get there.


  “So,” Matt said, “are you coming with me?”


  She wondered if Peter was still crying. If his nose was broken. If that was the worst of it.


  “Yes,” Josie said, and she followed Matt without looking back.


  ***


  Lincoln, Massachusetts, was a suburb of Boston that had once been farmland and that now was a hodgepodge of massive homes with ridiculously high real estate values. Josie stared out the window at the scenery that might have been hers to grow up with, under different circumstances: the stone walls that snaked around properties, the “historic property” badges worn by houses that were nearly two hundred years old, the small ice cream stand that smelled like fresh milk. She wondered whether Logan Rourke would suggest that they take a ride down to the Dairy Joy and share a sundae. Maybe he would walk right up to the counter and order butter pecan without even having to ask her what her favorite flavor was; maybe that’s what a father could spin out of instinct.


  Matt was driving lazily, his wrist canted over the steering wheel. Just sixteen, he had his driver’s license and was ready and willing to go anywhere—to get a quart of milk for his mother, to drop off the dry cleaning, to squire Josie home after school. For him, it wasn’t the destination that was important, it was the journey—which was why Josie had asked him to take her to see her father.


  Besides, it wasn’t as if she had an alternative. She couldn’t very well ask her mother to do it, given that her mother didn’t even know Josie had been looking for Logan Rourke. She could have probably figured out how to take a bus to Boston, but reaching a home in the suburbs was more complicated than that. So in the end, she decided to tell Matt the whole truth—that she had never known her father, and that she’d found him in a newspaper, because he was running for public office.


  Logan Rourke’s driveway was not as grandiose as some of the others they’d passed, but it was immaculate. The lawn had been trimmed to a half inch; a spray of wildflowers craned their necks around the iron base of the mailbox. Hanging from a tree branch overhead was the house number: 59.


  Josie felt the hair stand up on the back of her neck. When she’d been on the field hockey team last year, that had been her jersey number.


  It was a sign.


  Matt pulled into the driveway. There were two cars—a Lexus and a Jeep—and also a toddler’s ride-on fire truck. Josie could not take her eyes off it. Somehow, she hadn’t imagined that Logan Rourke might have other children. “You want me to come in with you?” Matt asked.


  Josie shook her head. “I’m okay.”


  As she walked up to the front door, she began to wonder what on earth she’d been thinking. You couldn’t just drop in on some guy who was a public figure, could you? Surely there would be a Secret Service agent or something; an attack dog.


  As if she’d cued it, a bark rang out. Josie turned in the direction of the sound to find a tiny little Yorkie with a pink bow on its head making a beeline for her feet.


  The front door opened. “Titania, leave the postman al—” Logan Rourke broke off when he noticed Josie standing in front of him. “You’re not the postman.”


  He was taller than she’d imagined, and he looked just like he did in the Globe—white hair, Roman nose, rangy build. But his eyes were the same color as hers, so electric that Josie couldn’t look away. She wondered if this had been her mother’s downfall, too.


  “You’re Alex’s daughter,” he said.


  “Well,” Josie replied. “And yours.”


  Through the open doorway, Josie heard the shriek of a child still dizzy and delighted from being chased. A woman’s voice: “Logan, who is it?”


  He reached back and closed the door so that Josie couldn’t see into his life any more. He looked incredibly uncomfortable, although in all fairness Josie imagined it was a little off-putting to be confronted by the daughter you’d abandoned before birth. “What are you doing here?”


  Wasn’t that obvious? “I wanted to meet you. I thought you might want to meet me.”


  He drew a deep breath. “This really isn’t a good time.”


  Josie glanced back at the driveway, where Matt was still parked. “I can wait.”


  “Look... it’s just that... I’m running for political office. Right now, this is a complication I can’t afford—”


  Josie tripped over that one word. She was a complication?


  She watched Logan Rourke take out his wallet and peel three hundred-dollar bills away from the rest. “Here,” he said, pushing it into her hand. “Will this do it?”


  Josie tried to breathe, but someone had driven a stake through her chest. She realized that this was blood money; that her own father thought she’d come here to blackmail him.


  “After the election,” he said, “maybe we could have lunch.”


  The bills were crisp in her palm, the kind that had just come into circulation. Josie had a sudden memory of being little and accompanying her mother to the bank: how her mother would let her count the twenties to make sure the teller had gotten the withdrawal amount right; how fresh money always smelled of ink and good fortune.


  Logan Rourke wasn’t her father, not any more than the guy who’d taken their coins at the toll booth or any other stranger. You could share DNA with someone and still have nothing in common with them.


  Josie realized, fleetingly, that she had already learned that lesson from her mother.


  “Well,” Logan Rourke said, and he started toward the door again. He hesitated with his hand on the knob. “I... I don’t know your name.”


  Josie swallowed. “Margaret,” she said, so that she would be just as much of a lie to him as he was to her.


  “Margaret, then,” he answered, and he slipped back inside.


  On the way to the car, Josie opened her fingers like a flower. She watched the bills fall to the ground near a plant that looked, like everything else here, as if it was thriving.


  ***


  Honestly, the whole idea for the game came to Peter when he was asleep.


  He’d created computer games before—Pong replicates, racing courses, and even one sci-fi scenario that let you play online with someone in another country if they logged onto the site—but this was the biggest idea he’d conceived of yet. It came about because, after one of Joey’s football games, they’d stopped off at a pizza place where Peter had eaten way too much meatball and sausage pizza, and had been staring at an arcade game called DEER HUNT. You put in your quarter and shot your fake rifle at the bucks that poked their heads out from behind trees; if you hit a doe, you lost.


  That night Peter dreamed about hunting with his father, but instead of going after deer, they were looking for real people.


  He had awakened in a sweat, his hand cramped as if he’d been holding a gun.


  It wouldn’t be all that hard to create avatars—computerized personas. He’d done some experimenting, and even if the skin tone wasn’t right and the graphics weren’t perfect, he knew how to differentiate between races and hair color and build through programming language. It might be kind of cool to do a game where the prey was human.


  But war games were old hat, and even gangs had been totally overdone, thanks to Grand Theft Auto. What he needed, Peter realized, was a new villain, one that other people would want to gun down, too. That was the joy of a video game: watching someone who deserved it getting his comeuppance.


  He tried to think of other microcosms of the universe that might be battlegrounds: alien invasions, Wild West shootouts, spy missions. Then Peter thought about the front line he braved every day.


  What if you took the prey... and made them the hunters?


  Peter got out of bed and sat down at his desk, pulling his eighth-grade yearbook from the drawer where he’d banished it months ago. He’d create a computer game that was Revenge of the Nerds, but updated for the twenty-first century. A fantasy world where the balance of power was turned on its head, where the underdog finally got a chance to beat the bullies.


  He took a marker and started to look through the yearbook, circling portraits.


  Drew Girard.


  Matt Royston.


  John Eberhard.


  Peter turned the page and stopped for a moment. Then he circled Josie Cormier’s face, too.


  ***


  “Can you stop here?” Josie said, when she really didn’t think she was going to be able to spend another minute riding in the car and pretending that her meeting with her father had gone well. Matt had barely pulled over when she opened the door, flew through the high grass into the woods at the edge of the road.


  She sank down on the carpet of pine needles and started to cry. What she’d been expecting, she really couldn’t say—except that this wasn’t it. Unconditional acceptance, maybe. Curiosity, at the very least.


  “Josie?” Matt said, coming up behind her. “You okay?”


  She tried to say yes, but she was so sick of lying. She felt Matt’s hand stroke her hair, and that only made her cry harder; tenderness cut as sharp as any knife. “He didn’t give a shit about me.”


  “Then you shouldn’t give a shit about him,” Matt answered.


  Josie glanced up at him. “It’s not that simple.”


  He pulled her into his arms. “Aw, Jo.”


  Matt was the only one who’d ever given her a nickname. She couldn’t remember her mother calling her anything silly, like Pumpkin or Ladybug, the way other parents did. When Matt called her Jo, it reminded her of Little Women, and although she was pretty sure Matt had never read the Alcott novel, secretly she was pleased to be associated with a character so strong and sure of herself.


  “It’s stupid. I don’t even know why I’m crying. I just... I wanted him to like me.”


  “I’m crazy about you,” Matt said. “Does that count?” He leaned forward and kissed her, right on the trail of her tears.


  “It counts a lot.”


  She felt Matt’s lips move from her cheek to her neck to the spot behind her ear that always made her feel like she was dissolving. She was a novice at fooling around, but Matt had coaxed her further and further each time they were alone. It’s your fault, he’d say, and give her that smile. If you weren’t this hot, I’d be able to keep my hands off you. That alone was an aphrodisiac to Josie. Her? Hot? And—just as Matt had promised every time—it did feel good to let him touch her everywhere, to let him taste her. Every incremental intimacy with Matt felt as if she were falling off a cliff—that loss of breath, those butterflies in her stomach. One step, and she’d be flying. It didn’t occur to Josie, when she leaped, that she was just as likely to fall.


  Now she felt his hands moving under her T-shirt, slipping beneath the lace of her bra. Her legs tangled with his; he rubbed up against her. When Matt tugged up her shirt, so that the cool air feathered over her skin, she snapped back to reality. “We can’t do this,” she whispered.


  Matt’s teeth scraped over her shoulder.


  “We’re parked on the side of the road.”


  He looked up at her, drugged, feverish. “But I want you,” Matt said, like he had a dozen times.


  This time, though, she glanced up.


  I want you.


  Josie could have stopped him, but she realized she did not intend to. He wanted her, and right now, that was what she most needed to hear.


  There was a moment when Matt went still, wondering if the fact that she hadn’t shoved his hands away meant what he thought it meant. She heard the rip of a foil condom packet—How long had he been carrying that around? Then he tore at his jeans and hiked up her skirt, as if he still expected her to change her mind. Josie felt Matt pulling aside the elastic of her underwear, the burn of his finger pushing inside her. This was nothing like the times before, when his touch had left a track like a comet over her skin; when she found herself aching after she told him she wanted to stop. Matt shifted his weight and came down on top of her again, only this time there was more burning, more pressure. “Ow,” she whimpered, and Matt hesitated.


  “I don’t want to hurt you,” he said.


  She turned her head away. “Just do it,” Josie said, and Matt pushed his hips flush against hers. It was the kind of pain that—even though she was expecting it—made her cry out.


  Matt mistook that for passion. “I know, baby,” he groaned. She could feel his heartbeat, but from the inside, and then he started to move faster, bucking against her like a fish released from a hook onto a dock.


  Josie wanted to ask Matt whether it had hurt the first time he had done it, too. She wondered if it always would hurt. Maybe pain was the price everyone paid for love. She turned her face into Matt’s shoulder and tried to understand why, even with him still inside of her, she felt empty.


  ***


  “Peter,” Mrs. Sandringham said at the end of English class. “Could I see you for a moment?”


  At the sound of his teacher’s summons, Peter sank down in his chair. He began to think of excuses he could give his parents when he came home with another failing grade.


  He actually liked Mrs. Sandringham. She was only in her late twenties—you could actually look at her while she was prattling on about grammar and Shakespeare and imagine not so long ago, when she might have been slouched in a seat like any ordinary kid and wondering why the clock never seemed to move.


  Peter waited until the rest of the class had cleared out before he approached the teacher’s desk. “I just wanted to talk to you about your essay,” Mrs. Sandringham said. “I haven’t graded everyone’s yet, but I did have a chance to look over yours and—”


  “I can redo it,” Peter blurted out.


  Mrs. Sandringham raised her brows. “But Peter... I wanted to tell you that you’re getting an A.” She handed it to him; Peter stared at the bright red grade in the margin.


  The assignment had been to write about a significant event that had changed your life. Although it had happened only a week ago, Peter had written about getting fired for setting the fire in the Dumpster at work. In it, he didn’t mention Josie Cormier at all.


  Mrs. Sandringham had circled one sentence in his conclusion: I’ve learned you will get caught, so you have to think things through before you act.


  The teacher reached out and put her hand on Peter’s wrist. “You really have learned something from this incident,” she said, and she smiled at him. “I’d trust you in a heartbeat.”


  Peter nodded and took the paper from the desk. He swam into the stream of students in the hallway, still holding it. He imagined what his mother would say if he came home with a paper that had a big fat A on it—if, for just once in his life, he did something everyone expected of Joey, and not Peter.


  But that would have necessitated telling his mother about the Dumpster incident in the first place. Or admitting that he’d been fired at all, and now spent his after-school hours at the library instead of at the copy center.


  Peter crumpled up the essay and threw it into the first trash can that he passed.


  ***


  As soon as Josie started spending her free time almost exclusively with Matt, Maddie Shaw had seamlessly slipped into the position of being Courtney’s sidekick. In a way, she fit better than Josie ever had: if you were walking behind Courtney and Maddie, you wouldn’t be able to tell who was who; Maddie had so closely cultivated the style and movement of Courtney that she’d elevated it from imitation to art.


  Tonight they’d gathered at Maddie’s house because her parents had gone to visit her older brother, a sophomore at Syracuse. They weren’t drinking—it was hockey season, and the players had to sign a contract with the coach—but Drew Girard had rented the uncut version of a teen sex comedy, and the guys were discussing who was hotter, Elisha Cuthbert or Shannon Elizabeth. “I wouldn’t throw either of them out of bed,” Drew said.


  “What makes you think they’d get in in the first place?” John Eberhard laughed.


  “My reputation reaches far and wide...”


  Courtney smirked. “It’s the only part of you that does.”


  “Aw, Court, you wish you knew that for sure.”


  “Or not...”


  Josie was sitting on the floor with Maddie, trying to make a Ouija board work. They’d found it in the basement closet, along with Chutes and Ladders and Trivial Pursuit. Josie’s fingertips rested lightly on the planchette. “Are you pushing it?”


  “Swear to God, no,” Maddie said. “Are you?”


  Josie shook her head. She wondered what kind of ghost would come to hang out at a teenage party. Someone who’d died tragically, of course, and too young—in a car crash, maybe. “What’s your name?” Josie said loudly.


  The planchette swiveled to the letter A, and then B, and then stopped.


  “Abe,” Maddie announced. “It must be.”


  “Or Abby.”


  “Are you male or female?” Maddie asked.


  The planchette slipped off the edge of the board entirely. Drew started to laugh. “Maybe it’s gay.”


  “Takes one to know one,” John said.


  Matt yawned and stretched, his shirt riding up. Although Josie’s back was to him, she could practically sense this, so attuned were their bodies. “As thrillingly fun as this has been, we’re out of here. Jo, come on.”


  Josie watched the planchette spell out a word: N-O. “I’m not leaving,” she said. “I’m having fun.”


  “Meow,” Drew said. “Who’s pussy-whipped?”


  Since they’d started dating, Matt spent more time with Josie than with his friends. And although Matt had told her he’d much rather fool around with her than be in the company of fools, Josie knew it was still important to him to have the respect of Drew and John. But that didn’t mean he had to treat her like a slave, did it?


  “I said we’re leaving,” Matt repeated.


  Josie glanced up at him. “And I said I’ll come when I want to come.”


  Matt smiled at his friends, smug. “You never came in your life before you met me,” he said.


  Drew and John burst out laughing, and Josie felt herself flush with embarrassment. She stood, averting her eyes, and ran up the basement stairs.


  In the entryway of Maddie’s house she grabbed her jacket. When she heard footsteps behind her, Josie didn’t even turn around. “I was having fun. So—”


  She broke off with a small cry as Matt grabbed her arm hard and spun her around, pinning her up against the wall by her shoulders. “You’re hurting me—”


  “Don’t ever do that to me again.”


  “You’re the one who—”


  “You made me look like an idiot,” Matt said. “I told you it was time to go.”


  Bruises bloomed on her skin where he held her fast, as if she were a canvas and he was determined to leave his mark. She went limp beneath his hands: instinct, a surrender. “I... I’m sorry,” she whispered.


  The words were a key—Matt’s grip relaxed. “Jo,” he sighed, and he rested his forehead against hers. “I don’t like sharing you. You can’t blame me for that.”


  Josie shook her head, but she still didn’t trust herself to speak.


  “It’s just that I love you so much.”


  She blinked. “You do?”


  He hadn’t said those words yet, and she hadn’t said them either, even though she felt them, because if he didn’t say them back then Josie was sure she’d simply evaporate on the spot from sheer humiliation. But here was Matt, saying he loved her, first.


  “Isn’t that obvious?” he said, and he took her hand, brought it to his lips, and kissed the knuckles so gently that Josie almost forgot all that had happened to get them to that moment.


  ***


  “Kentucky Fried People,” Peter said, mulling Derek’s idea while they sat on the sidelines in gym class, as the teams for basketball were being picked. “I don’t know... doesn’t it seem a little...”


  “Graphic?” Derek said. “Since when were you aiming for politically correct? See, imagine if you could go to the art room, if you had enough points, and use the kiln as a weapon.”


  Derek had been road testing Peter’s new computer game, pointing out room for improvement and flaws in the design. They knew they had plenty of time for conversation, since they were bound to be the last kids chosen for teams.


  Coach Spears had chosen Drew Girard and Matt Royston to be team captains—a huge surprise, not—they were varsity athletes, even as sophomores. “Look alive, people,” Coach called out. “You want your captains to think you’re hungry to play. You want them to think you’re the next Michael Jordan.”


  Drew pointed to a boy in the back. “Noah.”


  Matt nodded to the kid who’d been sitting next to him. “Charlie.”


  Peter turned to Derek. “I heard that even though Michael Jordan’s retired, he’s still getting forty million dollars in endorsements.”


  “That means he makes $109,589 a day, for not working,” Derek figured.


  “Ash,” Drew called out.


  “Robbie,” Matt said.


  Peter leaned closer to Derek. “If he goes to see a movie, it’ll cost him ten bucks, but he’ll make $9,132 while he’s there.”


  Derek grinned. “If he hard-boils an egg for five minutes, he’ll make $380.”


  “Stu.”


  “Freddie.”


  “O-boy.”


  “Walt.”


  By now there were only three kids left to be picked for teams: Derek, Peter, and Royce, who had aggression issues and came complete with his own aide.


  “Royce,” Matt said.


  “He makes $4,560.85 more than he would working at McDonald’s,” Derek added.


  Drew scrutinized Peter and Derek. “He makes $2,283 watching a rerun of Friends,” Peter said.


  “If he wanted to save up for a new Maserati, it would take him a whole twenty-one hours,” Derek said. “Damn, I wish I could play basketball.”


  “Derek,” Drew picked.


  Derek started to stand up. “Yeah,” Peter said, “but even if Michael Jordan saved a hundred percent of his income for the next four hundred and fifty years, he still wouldn’t have as much as Bill Gates has right this second.”


  “All right,” Matt said, “I’ll take the homo.”


  Peter shuffled toward the back of Matt’s team. “You ought to be good at this game, Peter,” Matt said, loud enough so that everyone else could hear. “Just keep your hands on the balls.”


  Peter leaned against a floor mat that had been strung on the wall, like the inside of an insane asylum. A rubber room, where all hell could break loose.


  He sort of wished he was as sure of who he was as everyone else seemed to be.


  “All right,” Coach Spears said. “Let’s play.”


  ***


  The first ice storm of the season arrived before Thanksgiving. It started after midnight, wind rattling the old bones of the house and pellets drumming the windows. The power went out, but Alex had been expecting that. She woke up with a start at the absolute silence that came with a loss of technology, and reached for the flashlight that she’d put next to her bed.


  There were candles, too. Alex lit two candles and watched her shadow, larger than life, creep along the wall. She could remember nights like this when Josie was little, when they’d crawl into bed together and Josie would fall asleep crossing her fingers that there would not be school in the morning.


  How come grown-ups never got that kind of holiday? Even if there wasn’t school tomorrow—which there wouldn’t be, if Alex was guessing correctly—even if the wind was still howling as if the earth were in pain and the ice was caked on her windshield wipers, Alex would be expected to show up in court. Yoga classes and basketball games and theater performances would be postponed, but no one ever canceled real life.


  The door to the bedroom flew open. Josie stood there in a wifebeater tank and a pair of boy’s boxers—Alex had no idea where she’d gotten them, and prayed they didn’t belong to Matt Royston. For a moment, Alex could barely reconcile this young woman with her curves and long hair with the daughter she still expected, a little girl with an unraveling braid, wearing Wonder Woman pajamas. She tossed back the covers on one side of the bed, an invitation.


  Josie dove underneath them, yanking the blankets up to her chin. “It’s freaky out there,” she said. “It’s like the sky’s falling down.”


  “I’d be more worried about the roads.”


  “Do you think we’ll have a snow day tomorrow?”


  Alex smiled in the dark. Josie may have been older, but her priorities were still the same. “Most likely.”


  With a contented sigh, Josie flopped down on her pillow. “I wonder if Matt and I could go skiing somewhere.”


  “You’re not leaving this house if the roads are bad.”


  “You will.”


  “I don’t have a choice,” Alex said.


  Josie turned to her, her eyes reflecting the candlelight. “Everyone has a choice,” she said. She came up on an elbow. “Can I ask you something?”


  “Sure.”


  “Why didn’t you marry Logan Rourke?”


  Alex felt as if she’d been thrust out into the storm, naked; she was that unprepared for Josie’s question. “Where did this come from?”


  “What was it about him that wasn’t good enough? You told me he was handsome and smart. And you had to love him, at least at one point...”


  “Josie, this is ancient history—and it’s stuff you shouldn’t worry about, because it has nothing to do with you.”


  “It has everything to do with me,” Josie said. “I’m half him.”


  Alex stared up at the ceiling. Maybe the sky was falling down; maybe that’s what happened when you thought your smoke and mirrors would create a lasting illusion. “He was all of those things,” Alex said quietly. “It wasn’t him at all. It was me.”


  “And then there was the whole married part.”


  She sat up in bed. “How did you find out?”


  “It’s all over the papers, now that he’s running for office. You don’t have to be a rocket scientist.”


  “Did you call him?”


  Josie looked her in the eye. “No.”


  There was a part of Alex that wished Josie had talked to him—to see whether he’d followed Alex’s career, if he’d even asked about her. The act of leaving Logan, which had seemed so righteous on behalf of her unborn baby, now seemed selfish. Why hadn’t she talked to Josie about this before?


  Because she’d been protecting Logan. Josie may have grown up without knowing her father, but wasn’t that better than learning he’d wanted you to be aborted? One more lie, Alex thought, just a little one. Just to keep Josie from being hurt. “He wouldn’t leave his wife.” Alex glanced sideways at Josie. “I couldn’t make myself small enough to fit into the space he wanted me to fit into, in order to be part of his life. Does that make sense?”


  “I guess.”


  Beneath the covers, Alex reached for Josie’s hand. It was the kind of action that would have seemed forced, had it been in visible sight—something too openly emotional for either of them to lay claim to—but here, in the dark, with the world tunneling in around them, it seemed perfectly natural. “I’m sorry,” she said.


  “For what?”


  “For not giving you the choice of having him around when you were growing up.”


  Josie shrugged and pulled her hand away. “You did the right thing.”


  “I don’t know,” Alex sighed. “The right thing sets you up to be incredibly lonely, sometimes.” Suddenly she turned to Josie, stretching a bright smile on her face. “Why are we even talking about this? Unlike me, you’re lucky in love, right?”


  Just then, the power came back on. Downstairs, the microwave beeped to be reset; the light in the bathroom spilled yellow down the hallway. “I guess I’ll go back to my own bed,” Josie said.


  “Oh. All right,” Alex answered, when what she meant to say was that Josie was welcome to stay right where she was.


  As Josie padded down the hallway, Alex reached over to reset her alarm clock. It blinked 12:00 12:00 12:00 in panicked LED, like Cinderella’s redflag reminder that fairy-tale endings are hard to come by.


  ***


  To Peter’s surprise, the bouncer at the Front Runner didn’t even glance at his fake ID, so before he had time to think twice about the fact that he was actually, finally here, he was pushed inside.


  He was hit in the face with a blast of smoke, and it took him a minute to adjust to the dim light. Music filled in all the spaces between people, techno-dance stuff that was so loud it made Peter’s eardrums pulse. Two tall women were flanking the front door, checking out the new entrants. It took Peter a second glance to realize that one had the shadow of a beard on her face. His face. The other one looked more like a girl than most girls he’d ever seen, but then again, Peter had never seen a transvestite up close. Maybe they were perfectionists.


  Men were standing in groups of two or three, except for the ones that perched like hawks on a balcony overlooking the dance floor. There were men in leather chaps, men kissing other men in the corners, men passing joints. Mirrors on every wall made the club look huge, its rooms endless.


  It hadn’t been hard to find out about the Front Runner, thanks to Internet chat rooms. Since Peter was still taking driver’s ed, he had to take a bus to Manchester and then a taxi to the club’s front door. He still wasn’t sure why he was there—it was like an anthropology experiment, in his mind. See if he fit in with this society, instead of his own.


  It wasn’t that he wanted to fool around with a guy—not yet, anyway. He just wanted to know what it was like to be among guys who were gay, and totally okay with it. He wanted to know if they could look at him and know, instantly, that Peter belonged.


  He stopped in front of a couple that was going at it in a dark corner. Seeing a guy kiss a guy was strange in real life. Sure, there were gay kisses on television shows—Big Moments that usually were controversial enough to get press, so that Peter knew when they were airing—and he’d sometimes watch them to see if he felt anything, watching them. But they were acted, just like regular hookups on TV shows... unlike the display in front of his eyes right now. He waited to see if his heart started pounding a little harder, if it made sense to him.


  He didn’t feel particularly excited, though. Curious, sure—did a beard scratch you when you were making out?—and not repulsed, but Peter couldn’t say he felt with any great conviction that that was something he wanted to try, too.


  The men broke away from each other, and one of them narrowed his eyes. “This ain’t no peep show,” he said, and he shoved Peter away.


  Peter stumbled, falling against someone sitting at the bar. “Whoa,” the man said, and then his eyes lit up. “What have we here?”


  “Sorry...”


  “Don’t be.” He was in his early twenties, with white-blond crew-cut hair and nicotine stains on his fingertips. “First time here?”


  Peter turned to him. “How can you tell?”


  “You’ve got that deer-in-the-headlights look.” He stubbed out his cigarette and summoned the bartender, who, Peter noticed, looked like he’d walked out of the pages of a magazine. “Rico, get my young friend here a drink. What would you like?”


  Peter swallowed. “Pepsi?”


  The man’s teeth flashed. “Yeah, right.”


  “I don’t drink.”


  “Ah,” he said. “Here, then.”


  He handed a pair of small tubes to Peter, and then took two for himself out of his pocket. There was no powder in them—just air. Peter watched him open the top, inhale deeply, then do the same with the second vial in his other nostril. Mimicking this, Peter felt his head spin, like the one time he’d drunk a six-pack when his parents had gone off to watch Joey play football. But unlike then, when he’d only wanted to fall asleep afterward, Peter now felt every cell of his body buzzing, wide awake.


  “My name’s Kurt,” the man said, holding out his hand.


  “Peter.”


  “Bottom or top?”


  Peter shrugged, trying to look like he knew what the guy was talking about, when in fact he had no clue.


  “My God,” Kurt said, his jaw dropping. “New blood.”


  The bartender set a Pepsi down in front of Peter. “Leave him alone, Kurt. He’s just a kid.”


  “Then maybe we should play a game,” Kurt said. “You like pool?”


  A game of pool Peter could totally handle. “That would be great.”


  He watched Kurt peel a twenty out of his wallet and leave it behind for Rico. “Keep the change,” he said.


  The poolroom was adjacent to the main part of the club, four tables that were already engaged in various stages of play. Peter sat down on a bench along the wall, studying people. Some were touching each other—an arm on the shoulder, a pat on the rear—but most were just acting like a bunch of guys. Like friends would.


  Kurt took a handful of quarters out of his pocket and put them down on the lip of the table. Thinking that this was the pot they would be playing for, Peter pulled two crumpled dollars out of his jacket. “It’s not a bet,” Kurt laughed. “It’s what you pay to play.” He stood up as the group in front of them sank the last ball, and started feeding the quarters to the table, until it released a colorful torrent of stripes and solids.


  Peter picked a cue off the wall and rubbed chalk over the tip. He wasn’t great at pool, but he’d played a couple of times before, and he hadn’t done anything totally stupid, like scratch and make the ball jump off the edge of the table. “So you’re a betting man,” Kurt said. “That could make this interesting.”


  “I’ll put down five bucks,” Peter said, hoping that made him sound older.


  “I don’t bet for money. How about if I win, I get to take you home. And if you win, you get to take me home.”


  Peter didn’t really see how he could win either way, since he didn’t want to go home with Kurt and he sure as hell wasn’t bringing Kurt home with him. He put the cue down on the edge of the table. “I guess I don’t really feel like playing after all.”


  Kurt grabbed Peter’s arm. His eyes were too bright in his face, like small, hot stars. “My quarters are already in there. It’s all racked up. You wanted to play the game... that means you’ve got to finish it.”


  “Let me go,” Peter said, his voice climbing higher on a ladder of panic.


  Kurt smiled. “But we’re just getting started.”


  Behind Peter, another man spoke. “I think you heard the boy.” Peter turned around, still bound by Kurt, and saw Mr. McCabe, his math teacher.


  It was one of those strange moments, like when you’re at a movie theater and you see the lady who works at the post office, and you know you know her from somewhere, but without the PO boxes and scales and stamp machines around her, you cannot quite figure out who she is. Mr. McCabe was holding a beer and wearing a shirt made out of something silky. He put down the bottle and folded his arms. “Don’t fuck with him, Kurt, or I’ll call the cops and get you bounced out of here.”


  Kurt shrugged. “Whatever,” he said, and he walked back into the smoky bar.


  Peter looked down at the ground, waiting for Mr. McCabe to speak. He was sure that the teacher would call his parents, or rip up his ID in front of him, or ask him why he thought coming to a gay bar in downtown Manchester was a good idea.


  Suddenly Peter realized he could have asked Mr. McCabe the same thing. As he lifted his gaze, he considered a mathematical principle that surely his teacher already knew: If two people have the same secret, it’s not a secret anymore.


  “You probably need a ride home,” Mr. McCabe said.


  ***


  Josie held her hand up to Matt’s, a giant’s paw.


  “Look at how tiny you are, compared to me,” Matt said. “It’s amazing I don’t kill you.”


  He shifted then, still hard inside her, so that she felt the bulk of his weight. Then he put his hand up to her throat.


  “Because,” he said, “I could.”


  He pressed just the slightest bit, pressure on her windpipe. Not enough to rob her of air, but certainly to scatter speech.


  “Don’t,” Josie managed.


  Matt stared down at her, puzzled. “Don’t what?” he said, and when he started to move in her again, Josie was sure she had heard it all wrong.


  ***


  For most of the hour-long ride from Manchester, the conversation between Peter and Mr. McCabe was as superficial as a dragonfly on the surface of a lake, darting around topics neither of them particularly cared about: hockey standings for the Bruins, the upcoming winter formal dance, what good colleges were looking for these days from applicants.


  It was after they pulled off Route 89 at the exit for Sterling, and they were driving down dark back roads toward Peter’s house, that Mr. McCabe even mentioned the reason they were both in the car. “About tonight,” he began. “Not many people know about me in school. I haven’t come out yet.” The small rectangle of reflected light from the rearview mirror banded his eyes like a raccoon’s.


  “Why not?” Peter heard himself ask.


  “It’s not that I don’t think the faculty would be supportive... it’s that I don’t think it’s any of their business. Right?”


  Peter didn’t know how to answer, and then realized that Mr. McCabe was not asking him for his opinion—just for directions. “Yeah,” Peter said. “Turn here, and then it’s the third house on the left.”


  Mr. McCabe pulled up in front of Peter’s driveway, but didn’t turn in. “I’m telling you this because I trust you, Peter. And because if you need someone to talk to, I want you to feel free to come to me.”


  Peter unbuckled his seat belt. “I’m not gay.”


  “All right,” Mr. McCabe replied, but something in his eyes went soft at the edges.


  “I’m not gay,” Peter repeated more firmly, and he opened the car door and ran as fast as he could toward his house.


  ***


  Josie shook up the bottle of OPI nail polish and looked at the sticker on the bottom. I’m Not Really a Waitress Red. “Who do you think comes up with these? Do you think it’s a bunch of women who sit around a conference table?”


  “No,” Maddie said. “They’re probably just old friends who get drunk once a year and write down all the flavors.”


  “It’s not a flavor if you don’t eat it,” Emma pointed out.


  Courtney rolled over, so that her hair tumbled over the side of the bed like a waterfall. “This is bogus,” she announced, although it was her house and her slumber party. “There’s got to be something exciting to do.”


  “Let’s call someone,” Emma suggested.


  Courtney considered this. “Like a prank?”


  “We could order pizza and have it delivered to someone,” Maddie said.


  “We did that last time with Drew,” Courtney sighed, and then she grinned and reached for the phone. “I’ve got something better.”


  She put on the speakerphone and dialed—a musical jingle that sounded awfully familiar to Josie. “Hello,” a voice said gruffly on the other end.


  “Matt,” Courtney said, holding up a finger to her lips to keep everyone else quiet. “Hey.”


  “It’s fucking three in the morning, Court.”


  “I know. I just... I’ve been wanting to tell you something for a really long time, and I don’t know how to do it, because Josie’s my friend and everything—”


  Josie started to speak, to let Matt know he was being led into a trap, but Emma clapped her hand over Josie’s mouth and pushed her back on the bed.


  “I like you,” Courtney said.


  “I like you, too.”


  “No, I mean... I like you.”


  “Geez, Courtney. If I’d known that, I guess I would be having wild sex with you, except for the fact that I love Josie, and she’s probably less than three feet away from you right now.”


  The silence shattered, laughter breaking it apart like glass. “God! How’d you know?” Courtney said.


  “Because Josie tells me everything, including when she’s sleeping over at your house. Now take me off speakerphone and let me say good night to her.”


  Courtney handed the receiver over. “Good answer,” Josie said.


  Matt’s voice was smoky with sleep. “Did you doubt it?”


  “No,” Josie replied, smiling.


  “Well, have fun. Just not as much fun as you’d be having with me.”


  She listened to Matt yawn. “Go to bed.”


  “Wish you were next to me,” he said.


  Josie turned her back on the other girls. “Me, too.”


  “Love you, Jo.”


  “I love you, too.”


  “And I,” Courtney announced, “am going to throw up.” She reached over and punched the disconnect button of the phone.


  Josie tossed the receiver on the bed. “It was your idea to call him.”


  “You’re just jealous,” Emma said. “I wish I had someone who couldn’t live without me.”


  “You’re so lucky, Josie,” Maddie agreed.


  Josie opened the bottle of nail polish again, and a drop spilled off the brush to land on her thigh like a bead of blood. Any of her friends—well, maybe not Courtney, but most of them—would have killed to be in her position.


  But would they die for it, a voice inside her whispered.


  She looked up at Maddie and Emma and forced a smile. “Tell me about it,” Josie said.


  ***


  In December, Peter got a job in the school library. He was in charge of the audiovisual equipment, which meant that for an hour after school each day, he’d rewind microfilm and organize DVDs alphabetically. He’d bring the overhead projectors and TV/VCRs to classrooms, so that they were in place when the teachers who needed them arrived at school in the morning. He especially liked how nobody bothered him in the library. The cool kids wouldn’t have been caught dead there after school; Peter was more likely to find the special-needs students, with their aides, working on assignments.


  He’d gotten the job after helping Mrs. Wahl, the librarian, fix her ancient computer so that it stopped blue-screening on her. Now Peter was her favorite student at Sterling High. She let him lock up after she left for the day, and she made him his own key to the custodial elevator, so that he could transport equipment from one floor of the high school to another.


  Peter’s last job that day was moving a projector from a bio lab on the second floor back down to the AV room. He had stepped into the elevator and turned a key to close the door when someone called out, asking him to hold the door.


  A moment later, Josie Cormier hobbled inside.


  She was on crutches, sporting an AirCast. She glanced at Peter as the doors of the elevator closed, and then quickly down at the linoleum floor.


  Although it had been months since she’d gotten him fired, Peter still felt a flash of anger when he saw Josie. He could practically hear Josie ticking off the seconds in her head until the elevator doors opened again. Well, I’m not thrilled being stuck in here with you either, he thought to himself, and just about then the elevator bobbled and screeched to a halt.


  “What’s wrong with it?” Josie punched at the first-floor button.


  “That’s not going to do anything,” Peter said. He reached across her—noticing that she nearly lost her balance trying to lean back, as if he had a communicable disease—and pushed the red Emergency button.


  Nothing happened.


  “This sucks,” Peter said. He stared up at the roof of the elevator. In movies, action heroes were always climbing through the air ducts into the elevator shaft, but even if he stood on top of the projector, he didn’t see how he could get the hatch open without a screwdriver.


  Josie punched at the button again. “Hello?!”


  “No one’s going to hear you,” Peter said. “The teachers are all gone and the custodian watches Oprah from five until six in the basement.” He glanced at her. “What are you doing here, anyway?”


  “An independent study.”


  “What’s that?”


  She lifted a crutch. “It’s what you do for credit when you can’t play gym. What were you doing here?”


  “I work here now,” Peter said, and they both fell silent.


  Logistically, Peter thought, they’d be found sooner or later. The custodian would probably discover them when he was moving his floor buffer upstairs, but if not, the longest they’d have to wait was morning when everyone arrived again. He smiled a little, thinking about what he could truthfully tell Derek: Guess what, I slept with Josie Cormier.


  He opened an iBook and pressed a button, starting a PowerPoint presentation on the screen. Amoebas, blastospheres. Cell division. An embryo. Amazing to think that we all started out like that—microscopic, indistinguishable.


  “How long before they find us?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Won’t the librarians notice if you don’t come back?”


  “My own parents wouldn’t notice if I didn’t come back.”


  “Oh, God... what if we run out of air?” Josie banged on the doors with a crutch. “Help!”


  “We’re not going to run out of air,” Peter said.


  “How do you know that?”


  He didn’t, not really. But what else was he going to say?


  “I get freaked out in small spaces,” Josie said. “I can’t do this.”


  “You’re claustrophobic?” He wondered how he hadn’t known that about Josie. But then again, why should he? It wasn’t as though he’d been such an active part of her life for the past six years.


  “I think I’m going to throw up,” Josie moaned.


  “Oh, shit,” Peter said. “Don’t. Just close your eyes, then you won’t even realize you’re in an elevator.”


  Josie closed her eyes, but when she did, she swayed on her crutches.


  “Hang on.” Peter took her crutches away, so that she was balancing on one foot. Then he held on to her hands while she sank to the floor, extending her bad leg.


  “How’d you get hurt?” he asked, nodding at the cast.


  “I fell on some ice.” She started to cry, and gasp—hyperventilate, Peter guessed, although he’d only seen the word written, not live. You were supposed to breathe into a paper bag, right? Peter searched the elevator for something that would suffice. There was a plastic bag with some documents in it on the AV trolley, but somehow putting that on your head didn’t seem particularly brilliant. “Okay,” he said, brainstorming, “let’s do something to get your mind off where you are.”


  “Like what?”


  “Maybe we should play a game,” Peter suggested, and he heard the same words repeated in his head, Kurt’s voice from the Front Runner. He shook his head to clear it. “Twenty Questions?”


  Josie hesitated. “Animal, vegetable, or mineral?”


  After six rounds of Twenty Questions, and an hour of geography, Peter was getting thirsty. He also had to pee, and that was really troubling him, because he didn’t think he could last until morning and there was absolutely no way he was going to take a whiz with Josie watching. Josie had gotten quiet, but at least she’d stopped shaking. He thought she might be asleep.


  Then she spoke. “Truth or dare,” Josie said.


  Peter turned toward her. “Truth.”


  “Do you hate me?”


  He ducked his head. “Sometimes.”


  “You should,” Josie said.


  “Truth or dare?”


  “Truth,” Josie said.


  “Do you hate me?”


  “No.”


  “Then why,” Peter asked, “do you act like you do?”


  She shook her head. “I have to act the way people expect me to act. It’s part of the whole... thing. If I don’t...” She picked at the rubber brace of her crutch. “It’s complicated. You wouldn’t understand.”


  “Truth or dare,” Peter said.


  Josie grinned. “Dare.”


  “Lick the bottom of your own foot.”


  She started to laugh. “I can’t even walk on the bottom of my own foot,” she said, but she bent down and slipped off her loafer, stuck out her tongue. “Truth or dare?”


  “Truth.”


  “Chicken,” Josie said. “Have you ever been in love?”


  Peter looked at Josie, and thought of how they had once tied a note with their addresses to a helium balloon and let it go in her backyard, certain it would reach Mars. Instead, they had received a letter from a widow who lived two blocks away. “Yeah,” he said. “I think so.”


  Her eyes widened. “With who?”


  “That wasn’t the question. Truth or dare?”


  “Truth,” Josie said.


  “What’s the last lie you told?”


  The smile faded from Josie’s face. “When I told you I slipped on the ice. Matt and I were having a fight and he hit me.”


  “He hit you?”


  “It wasn’t like that.... I said something I shouldn’t have, and when he—well, I lost my balance, anyway, and hurt my ankle.”


  “Josie—”


  She ducked her head. “No one knows. You won’t tell, will you?”


  “No.” Peter hesitated. “Why didn’t you tell anyone?”


  “That wasn’t the question,” Josie said, parroting him.


  “I’m asking it now.”


  “Then I’ll take a dare.”


  Peter curled his hands into fists at his sides. “Kiss me,” he said.


  She leaned toward him slowly, until her face was too close to be in focus. Her hair fell over Peter’s shoulder like a curtain and her eyes closed. She smelled like autumn—like apple cider and slanting sun and the snap of the coming cold. He felt his heart scrambling, caught inside the confines of his own body.


  Josie’s lips landed just on the edge of his, almost his cheek and not quite his mouth. “I’m glad I wasn’t stuck in here alone,” she said shyly, and he tasted the words, sweet as mint on her breath.


  Peter glanced down at his lap and prayed that Josie wouldn’t notice that he was hard as a rock. He started to smile so wide that it hurt. It wasn’t that he didn’t like girls; it was that there was only one right one.


  Just then there was a knock on the metal door. “Anyone in here?”


  “Yes!” Josie cried, struggling to stand with her crutches. “Help!”


  There was a bang and a hammering, the sound of a crowbar breaching a seam. The doors flew open, and Josie hurried out of the elevator. Matt Royston was waiting next to the janitor. “I got worried when you weren’t home,” he said, and pulled Josie into his embrace.


  But you hit her, Peter thought, and then he remembered that he had made a promise to Josie. He listened to her whoop with surprise as Matt swept her into his arms, carrying her so that she wouldn’t have to use her crutches.


  Peter wheeled the iBook and projector back to the library and locked the AV room. It was late now, and he had to walk home, but he almost didn’t mind. He decided that the first thing he’d do was erase the circle around Josie’s portrait in his yearbook, take her characteristics off the roster of villains in his video game.


  He was mentally reviewing the logistics of that, in terms of programming, when he finally reached home. It took Peter a moment to realize something wasn’t right—the lights weren’t on in the house, but the cars were there. “Hello?” he called out, wandering from the living room to the dining room to the kitchen. “Anyone here?”


  He found his parents sitting in the dark at the kitchen table. His mother looked up, dazed. It was clear that she’d been crying.


  Peter felt something warm break free in his chest. He’d told Josie his parents wouldn’t notice his absence, but that wasn’t true at all. Clearly, his parents had been frantic. “I’m fine,” Peter told them. “Really.”


  His father stood up, blinking back tears, and hauled Peter into his arms. Peter couldn’t remember the last time he’d been hugged like this. In spite of the fact that he wanted to seem cool, that he was sixteen years old, he melted against his father’s frame and held on tightly. First Josie, and now this? It was turning out to be the best day of Peter’s life.


  “It’s Joey,” his father sobbed. “He’s dead.”


  Ask a random kid today if she wants to be popular and she’ll tell you no, even if the truth is that if she was in a desert dying of thirst and had the choice between a glass of water and instant popularity, she’d probably choose the latter. See, you can’t admit to wanting it, because that makes you less cool. To be truly popular, it has to look like it’s something you are, when in reality, it’s what you make yourself.


  I wonder if anyone works any harder at anything than kids do at being popular. I mean, even air-traffic controllers and the president of the United States take vacations, but look at your average high school student, and you’ll see someone who’s putting in time twenty-four hours a day, for the entire length of the school year.


  So how do you crack that inner sanctum? Well, here’s the catch: it’s not up to you. What’s important is what everyone else thinks of how you dress, what you eat for lunch, what shows you TiVo, what music is on your iPod.


  I’ve always sort of wondered, though: If everyone else’s opinion is what matters, then do you ever really have one of your own?


  One Month After


  Although the investigative report from Patrick Ducharme had been sitting on Diana’s desk since ten days post-shooting, the prosecutor hadn’t given it a glance. First she’d had a probable cause hearing to pull together, then, she’d been in front of the grand jury, getting them to hand down an indictment. Only now was she beginning to sift through the analyses of fingerprints, ballistics, and bloodstains, as well as all the original police reports.


  She’d spent the morning poring over the logistics of the shooting and mentally organizing her opening statement along the same path of destruction Peter Houghton had followed, tracking his movements from victim to victim. The first to be shot was Zoe Patterson, on the school steps. Alyssa Carr, Angela Phlug, Maddie Shaw. Courtney Ignatio. Haley Weaver and Brady Pryce. Lucia Ritolli, Grace Murtaugh.


  Drew Girard.


  Matt Royston.


  More.


  Diana took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. A book of the dead, a map of the wounded. And those were only the ones whose injuries had been serious enough to involve a hospital stay—there were scores of kids who had been treated and released, hundreds whose scars were buried too deep to see.


  Diana did not have children—hell, in her position, the men she met were either felons, which was awful, or defense attorneys, which was worse. She did, however, have a three-year-old nephew, who’d been reprimanded in his nursery school for pointing his finger at a classmate and saying, “Bang, you’re dead.” When her sister called up indignant and spouting about the Bill of Rights, had Diana thought that her nephew was going to grow up to become a psychopath? Not for a moment. He was just a kid, playing around.


  Had the Houghtons thought that, too?


  Diana looked down at the list of names in front of her. Her job was to connect these dots, but what truly needed to be done was to draw a line long before this: the tipping point where Peter Houghton’s mind had shifted, subtly, from what if to when.


  Her eye fell on another list—one from the hospital. Cormier, Josie. According to the medical records, the girl—seventeen—had been admitted overnight for observation after a fainting spell, and had a laceration on the scalp. Her mother’s signature was at the bottom of the consent form for blood tests—Alex Cormier.


  It couldn’t be.


  Diana sat back in her chair. You’d never want to be the one to ask a judge to recuse herself. You might as well announce that you doubted her ability to be impartial, and since Diana would be in her court numerous times in the future, it just wasn’t a smart career move. But Judge Cormier surely knew that she couldn’t address this case fairly, not with a daughter who was a witness. Granted, Josie hadn’t been shot, but she’d been hurt during the shooting. Judge Cormier would recuse herself, certainly. Which meant there was nothing to worry about.


  Diana turned her attention back to the discovery spread across her desk, reading until the letters blurred on the page, until Josie Cormier was just another name.


  ***


  On her way home from the courthouse, Alex passed the makeshift memorial that had been erected for the victims of Sterling High. There were ten white wooden crosses, even though one of the dead children—Justin Friedman—had been Jewish. The crosses were nowhere near the school, but instead on a stretch of Route 10 where there was only floodplain for the Connecticut River. In the days after the shooting, there might be any number of mourners standing by the crosses, adding to the individual piles of photos and Beanie Babies and bouquets.


  Alex felt herself pulling her car off the road, onto the shoulder. She didn’t know why she was stopping now, why she hadn’t stopped before. Her heels sank into the spongy grass. She crossed her arms and stepped up to the markers.


  They were in no particular order, and the name of each dead student was carved into the crosspiece of the wood. Most of the students Alex did not know, but Courtney Ignatio and Maddie Shaw had crosses beside each other. The flowers that had been left behind at the markers had wilted, their green tissue wrappers rotting into the ground. Alex knelt down, fingering a faded poem that was tacked to Courtney’s memorial.


  Courtney and Maddie had come for a sleepover several times. Alex remembered finding the girls in the kitchen, eating raw cookie dough instead of baking it, their bodies fluid as waves as they moved around each other. She could remember being jealous of them—to be so young, to know you hadn’t yet made a mistake that would change your life. Now Alex flushed with chagrin: at least she had a life to be changed.


  It was at Matt Royston’s cross, however, that Alex started to cry. Propped against the white wooden base was a framed photograph, one that had been enclosed in a plastic bag to keep the elements from ruining it. There was Matt, his eyes bright, his arm hooked around Josie’s neck.


  Josie wasn’t looking at the camera. She was staring at Matt, as if she couldn’t see anything else.


  Somehow, it seemed safer to fall apart here in front of a makeshift memorial than at home, where Josie might hear her crying. No matter how cool and collected she had been—for Josie’s sake—the one person she could not fool was herself. She might pick up her daily routine like a missed stitch, she might tell herself that Josie was one of the lucky ones, but when she was alone in the shower, or caught in the interstitial space between waking and sleep, Alex would find herself shaking uncontrollably, the way you do when you’ve swerved to avoid an accident and have to pull to the side of the road to make sure you are really, truly all in one piece.


  Life was what happened when all the what-if’s didn’t, when what you dreamed or hoped or—in this case—feared might come to pass passed by instead. Alex had spent enough nights thinking of good fortune, of how it was thin as a veil, how seamlessly you might stream from one side to the other. This could easily have been Josie’s cross she was kneeling before, Josie’s memorial that hosted this photo. A twitch of the shooter’s hand, a fallen footstep, a bullet’s ricochet—and everything might have been different.


  Alex got to her feet and took a fortifying breath. As she headed back to her car, she saw the narrow hole where an eleventh cross had been. After the ten had been erected, someone had added one with Peter Houghton’s name on it. Night after night that extra cross had been taken down or vandalized. There had been editorials in the paper over it: Did Peter Houghton deserve a cross, when he was still very much alive? Was putting up a memorial for him a tragedy or a travesty? Eventually, whoever had carved Peter’s cross decided to leave well enough alone and stopped replacing it every day.


  As Alex slipped inside her car again, she wondered how—until she’d come here for herself—she had managed to forget that someone, at some point, considered Peter Houghton to be a victim, too.


  ***


  Since That Day, as Lacy had taken to calling it, she’d delivered three babies. Each time, although the birth was uneventful and the delivery easy, something had gone wrong. Not for the mother, but for the midwife. When Lacy stepped into a delivery room, she felt poisonous, too negative to be the one to welcome another human being to this world. She had smiled her way through the births and had offered the new mothers the support and the medical care that they needed, but the moment she’d sent them on their way, cutting that last umbilical cord between hospital and home, Lacy knew she was giving them the wrong advice. Instead of easy platitudes like Let them eat when they want to eat and You can’t hold a baby too much, she should have been telling them the truth: This child you’ve been waiting for is not who you imagine him to be. You’re strangers now; you’ll be strangers years from now.


  Years ago, she used to lie in bed and imagine what her life would have been like had she not been a mother. She’d picture Joey bringing her a bouquet of dandelion weeds and clover; Peter falling asleep against her chest with the tail of her braid still clutched in his hand. She relived the clenching fist of labor pains, and the mantra she’d used to get through them: When this is done, imagine what you’ll have. Motherhood had painted the colors of Lacy’s world a bit brighter; had swelled her to the seams with the belief that her life could not possibly be more complete. What she hadn’t realized was that sometimes when your vision was that sharp and true, it could cut you. That only if you’d felt such fullness could you really understand the ache of being empty.


  She had not told her patients—God, she hadn’t even told Lewis—but these days, when she lay in bed and imagined what her life would have been like had she not been a mother, she found herself sucking on one bitter word: easier.


  Today Lacy was doing office visits; she’d gone through five patients and was about to move on to her sixth. Janet Isinghoff, she read, scanning the folder. Although she was another midwife’s patient, the policy of the group was to have each woman see all of the midwives, since you never knew who’d be on call when you delivered.


  Janet Isinghoff was thirty-three years old, primigravid, with a family history of diabetes. She had been hospitalized once before for appendicitis, had mild asthma, and was generally healthy. She was also standing in the door of the examination room, clutching her hospital johnny shut as she argued heatedly with Priscilla, the OB nurse.


  “I don’t care,” Janet was saying. “If it comes down to that, I’ll just go to a different hospital.”


  “But that’s not the way our practice works,” Priscilla explained.


  Lacy smiled. “Anything I can do here?”


  Priscilla turned, putting herself between Lacy and the patient. “It’s nothing.”


  “Didn’t sound like nothing,” Lacy replied.


  “I don’t want my baby delivered by a woman whose son is a murderer,” Janet burst out.


  Lacy felt her feet root on the floor, her breath go so shallow that she might as well have fielded a blow. And hadn’t she?


  Priscilla turned crimson. “Mrs. Isinghoff, I think I can speak for the whole of the midwifery team when I say that Lacy is—”


  “It’s all right,” Lacy murmured. “I understand.”


  By now the other nurses and midwives were staring; Lacy knew that they would rally to her defense—tell Janet Isinghoff to find herself another practice, explain that Lacy was one of the best and most seasoned midwives in New Hampshire. But that hardly mattered, really—it wasn’t about Janet Isinghoff demanding to have another midwife deliver her child; it was that even after Janet had left, there would be another woman here tomorrow or the next day with the same uneasy request. Who would want the first hands touching her newborn to be the same hands that had held a murderer’s when he crossed the street; that had brushed his hair off his forehead when he was sick; that had rocked him to sleep?


  Lacy walked down the hall to the fire door and ran up four flights of stairs. Sometimes, when she’d had a particularly difficult day, Lacy would take refuge on the roof of the hospital. She’d lie on her back and stare up at the sky and pretend, with that view, she could be anywhere on earth.


  A trial was just a formality—Peter would be found guilty. It didn’t matter how she tried to convince herself—or Peter—otherwise; the fact was there between them at those horrible jail visits, immense and unmentionable. It reminded Lacy of running into someone you hadn’t seen for a while, and finding her bald and missing her eyebrows: you knew she was in the throes of chemotherapy, but pretended you didn’t, because it was easier that way for both of you.


  What Lacy would have liked to say, if anyone had given her the podium on which to do it, was that Peter’s actions were just as surprising to her—as devastating to her—as they were to anyone else. She’d lost her son, too, that day. Not just physically, to the correctional facility, but personally, because the boy she’d known had disappeared, swallowed by this beast she didn’t recognize, capable of acts she could not conceive.


  But what if Janet Isinghoff was right? What if it was something Lacy had said or done... or not said or done... that had brought Peter to that point? Could you hate your son for what he had done, and still love him for who he had been?


  The door opened, and Lacy spun around. No one ever came up here, but, then again, she rarely left the floor this upset. It wasn’t Priscilla, though, or one of her colleagues: Jordan McAfee stood on the threshold, a sheaf of papers in his hand. Lacy closed her eyes. “Perfect.”


  “Yes, that’s what my wife tells me,” he said, coming toward her with a wide smile on his face. “Or maybe it’s just what I wish she’d tell me.... Your secretary told me you were probably up here, and—Lacy, are you all right?”


  Lacy nodded, and then she shook her head. Jordan took her arm and led her to a folding chair that someone had carted all the way up to the roof. “Bad day?”


  “You could say that,” Lacy answered. She tried to keep Jordan from seeing her tears. It was stupid, she knew, but she didn’t want Peter’s attorney to think she was the kind of person who had to be treated with kid gloves. Then he might not tell her every blunt truth about Peter, and she wanted to hear that, no matter what.


  “I needed you to sign some paperwork... but I can come back later...”


  “No,” Lacy said. “This is... fine.” It was better than fine, she realized. It was sort of nice to be sitting next to someone who believed in Peter, even if she was paying him to do that. “Can I ask you a professional question?”


  “Sure.”


  “Why is it so easy for people to point a finger at someone else?”


  Jordan sank down across from her, on the ledge of the roof, which made Lacy nervous, but, again, she couldn’t show it, because she didn’t want Jordan to think she was fragile. “People need a scapegoat,” he said. “It’s human nature. That’s the biggest hurdle we have to overcome as defense attorneys, because in spite of being innocent until proven guilty, the very act of an arrest makes people assume guilt. Do you know how many cops have un-arrested someone? I know, it’s crazy—I mean, do you think they apologize profusely and make sure that person’s family and friends and co-workers all know it was a big mistake, or do they just sort of say, ‘My bad,’ and take off?” He met her gaze. “I’m sure it’s hard, reading the editorials that have already convicted Peter before the trial’s even started, but—”


  “It’s not Peter,” Lacy said quietly. “They’re blaming me.”


  Jordan nodded, as if he’d expected this.


  “He didn’t do this because of how we raised him. He did it in spite of that,” Lacy said. “You have a baby, don’t you?”


  “Yes. Sam.”


  “What if he turns out to be someone you never thought he’d be?”


  “Lacy—”


  “Like, what if Sam tells you he’s gay?”


  Jordan shrugged. “So what?”


  “And if he decided to convert to Islam?”


  “That’s his choice.”


  “What if he became a suicide bomber?”


  Jordan paused. “I really don’t want to think about something like that, Lacy.”


  “No,” she said, facing him. “Neither did I.”


  ***


  Philip O’Shea and Ed McCabe had been together for almost two years. Patrick stared at the photos on the fireplace mantel—the two men with their arms slung around each other, with a backdrop of the Canadian Rockies; a corn palace; the Eiffel Tower. “We liked to get away,” Philip said as he brought out a glass of iced tea and handed it to Patrick. “Sometimes, for Ed, it was easier to get away than it was to stay here.”


  “Why was that?”


  Philip shrugged. He was a tall, thin man with freckles that appeared when his face flushed with emotion. “Ed hadn’t told everyone about... his lifestyle. And to be perfectly honest, keeping secrets in a small town is a bitch.”


  “Mr. O’Shea—”


  “Philip. Please.”


  Patrick nodded. “I wonder if Ed ever mentioned Peter Houghton’s name to you.”


  “He taught him, you know.”


  “Yeah. I meant... well, beyond that.”


  Philip led him to a screened porch, a set of wicker chairs. Every room he’d seen in the house looked like it had just been host to a magazine photo shoot: the pillows on the couches were tilted at a forty-five-degree angle; there were vases with glass beads in them; the plants were all lush and green. Patrick thought back to his own living room, where today he’d found a piece of toast stuffed between his sofa cushions that had what could really only be called penicillin growing on top of it by now. It might have been a ridiculous stereotype, but this home had Martha Stewart written all over it, whereas Patrick’s looked more like a crack house.


  “Ed talked to Peter,” Philip said. “Or at least, he tried to.”


  “About what?”


  “Being a bit of a lost soul, I think. Teens are always trying to fit in. If you don’t fit into the popular crowd, you try the athletic crowd. If that doesn’t work, you go to the drama crowd... or to the druggies,” he said. “Ed thought that Peter might be trying out the gay and lesbian crowd.”


  “So Peter came to talk to Ed about being gay?”


  “Oh, no. Ed sought Peter out. We all remember what it was like to be figuring out what was different about us, when we were his age. Worried to death that some other kid who was gay was going to come on to you and blow your cover.”


  “Do you think Peter might have been worried about Ed blowing his cover?”


  “I sincerely doubt it, especially in Peter’s case.”


  “Why?”


  Philip smiled at Patrick. “You’ve heard of gaydar?”


  Patrick felt himself coloring. It was like being in the presence of an African-American who made a racist joke, simply because he could. “I guess.”


  “Gay people don’t come clearly marked—it’s not like having a different color skin or a physical disability. You learn to pick up on mannerisms, or looks that last just a little too long. You get pretty good at figuring out if someone’s gay, or just staring at you because you are.”


  Before he realized what he was doing, Patrick had leaned a little farther away from Philip, who started to laugh. “You can relax. Your vibe clearly says you bat for the other team.” He looked up at Patrick. “And so does Peter Houghton.”


  “I don’t understand...”


  “Peter may have been confused about his sexuality, but it was crystal clear to Ed,” Philip said. “That boy is straight.”


  ***


  Peter burst through the door of the conference room, bristling. “How come you haven’t come to see me?”


  Jordan looked up from the notes he was making on a pad. He noticed, absently, that Peter had put on some weight—and apparently some muscle. “I’ve been busy.”


  “Well, I’m stuck here all by myself.”


  “Yeah, and I’m busting my ass to make sure that isn’t a permanent condition,” Jordan replied. “Sit down.”


  Peter slumped into a chair, scowling. “What if I don’t feel like talking to you today? Clearly, you don’t always feel like talking to me.”


  “Peter, how about we drop the bullshit so I can do my job?”


  “Like I care if you can do your job.”


  “Well, you should,” Jordan said. “Seeing as you’re the beneficiary.” At the end of this, Jordan thought, I will be either reviled or canonized. “I want to talk about the explosives,” he said. “Where would a person get something like that?”


  “At www.boom.com,” Peter answered.


  Jordan just stared at him.


  “Well, it’s not all that far from the truth,” Peter said. “I mean, The Anarchist Cookbook is online. So are about ten thousand recipes for Molotov cocktails.”


  “They didn’t find a Molotov cocktail at the school. They found plastic explosives with a blasting cap and a timing device.”


  “Yeah,” Peter said. “Well.”


  “Say I wanted to make a bomb with stuff I had lying around the house. What would I use?”


  Peter shrugged. “Newspaper. Fertilizer—like Green Thumb, the chemical stuff. Cotton. And some diesel fuel, but you’d probably have to get that at a gas station, so it wouldn’t technically be in your house.”


  Jordan watched him count off the ingredients. There was a matter-of-factness to Peter’s voice that was chilling, but even more unsettling was the tone threaded through his words: this was something Peter had been proud of.


  “You’ve done this kind of thing before.”


  “The first time I built one, I just did it to see if I could.” Peter’s voice grew more animated. “I did some more after that. The kind you throw and run like hell.”


  “What made this one different?”


  “The ingredients, for one. You have to get the potassium chlorate from bleach, which isn’t easy, but it’s kind of like doing a chemistry lab. My dad came into the kitchen when I was filtering out the crystals,” Peter said. “That’s what I told him I was doing—extra credit.”


  “Jesus.”


  “Anyway, after you’ve got that, all you need is Vaseline, which we keep under the bathroom sink, and the gas you’d find in a camp stove, and the kind of wax you use to can pickles. I was kind of freaked out about using a blasting cap,” Peter said. “I mean, I’d never really done anything that big before. But you know, when I started to come up with the whole plan—”


  “Stop,” Jordan interrupted. “Just stop right there.”


  “You’re the one who asked in the first place,” Peter said, stung.


  “But that’s an answer I can’t hear. My job is to get you acquitted, and I can’t lie in front of the jury. On the other hand, I can’t lie about the things I don’t know. And right now, I can honestly say that you did not plan in advance what happened that day. I’d like to keep it that way, and if you have any sense of self-preservation, you should, too.”


  Peter walked to the window. The glass was fuzzy, scratched after all these years. From what? Jordan wondered. Inmates clawing to get out? Peter wouldn’t be able to see that the snow had all melted by now; that the first crocuses had choked their way out of the soil. Maybe it was better that way.


  “I’ve been going to church,” Peter announced.


  Jordan wasn’t much for organized religion, but he didn’t begrudge others their chosen comforts. “That’s great.”


  “I’m doing it because they let me leave my cell to go to services,” Peter said. “Not because I’ve found Jesus or anything.”


  “Okay.” He wondered what this had to do with explosives or, for that matter, anything else regarding Peter’s defense. Frankly, Jordan didn’t have time to have a philosophical discussion with Peter about the nature of God—he had to meet Selena in two hours to go over potential defense witnesses—but something kept him from cutting Peter off.


  Peter turned. “Do you believe in hell?”


  “Yeah. It’s full of defense attorneys. Just ask any prosecutor.”


  “No, seriously,” Peter said. “I bet I’m headed there.”


  Jordan forced a smile. “I don’t lay odds on bets I can’t collect on.”


  “Father Moreno, he’s the priest who leads the church services here? He says that if you accept Jesus and repent, you get excused... like religion is just some giant freebie hall pass that gets you out of anything and everything. But see, that can’t be right... because Father Moreno also says that every life is worth something... and what about the ten kids who died?”


  Jordan knew better, but he still heard himself asking Peter a question. “Why did you phrase it that way?”


  “What way?”


  “The ten kids who died. As if it was a natural progression.”


  Peter’s brow wrinkled. “Because it was.”


  “How?”


  “It’s like those explosives, I guess. Once you light the fuse, either you destroy the bomb before it goes off... or the bomb destroys everything else.”


  Jordan stood up and took a step toward his client. “Who struck the match, Peter?”


  Peter lifted his face. “Who didn’t?”


  ***


  Josie now thought of her friends as the ones who had been left behind. Haley Weaver had been sent to Boston for plastic surgery; John Eberhard was in some rehab place reading Hop on Pop and learning how to drink from a straw; Matt and Courtney and Maddie were gone forever. That left Josie and Drew and Emma and Brady: a posse that had dwindled to such a degree that you could barely call them a posse at all anymore.


  They were in Emma’s basement, watching a DVD. That was about the extent of their social life these days, because Drew and Brady were still in bandages and casts and besides, even if none of them wanted to say it out loud, going anywhere they used to go reminded them of who was missing.


  Brady had brought the movie—Josie couldn’t even remember the name, but it was one of those movies that had come out after American Pie, hoping to make the same killing at the box office by taking naked girls and daredevil guys and what Hollywood imagined teenage life to be like, and tossing them together like some sort of cosmic salad. Right now, a car chase filled the screen. The main character was screaming across a drawbridge that was slowly opening.


  Josie knew he was going to make it across. First off, this was a comedy. Second, nobody had the guts to kill off the main character before the story was over. Third, her physics teacher had used this very movie to prove, scientifically, that given the speed of the car and the trajectory of the vectors, the actor could indeed jump the bridge—but only if the wind wasn’t blowing.


  Josie also knew that the person in the car wasn’t real, wasn’t even the actor playing the role, but a stuntman who had done this a thousand times. And yet, even as she watched the action unrolling on the television screen, she saw something entirely different: the car’s fender, striking the far side of the open bridge. The twist of metal turning in midair, slapping against the water, sinking.


  Grown-ups were always saying that teenagers drove too fast or got high or didn’t use condoms because they thought they were invincible. But the truth was that at any moment, you could die. Brady could have a stroke on the football field, like those young college athletes who suddenly dropped dead. Emma could be hit by lightning. Drew might walk into an ordinary high school on an extraordinary day.


  Josie stood up. “I need some air,” she murmured, and she hurried up the basement stairs and out the front door of Emma’s house. She sat down on the porch and looked at the sky, at two stars that were hitched at the elbows. You weren’t invincible when you were a teenager. You were just stupid.


  She heard the door open and close with a gasp. “Hey,” Drew said, coming to sit beside her. “You okay?”


  “I’m great.” Josie pasted on a smile. It felt gummy, like wallpaper that hadn’t been smoothed right. But she had gotten so good at this—faking it—that it was second nature. Who would have thought that she’d inherited something from her mother after all?


  Drew reached down for a blade of grass and began splitting it into hairs with his thumb. “I say the same thing when that bonehead school shrink calls me down to ask me how I’m doing.”


  “I didn’t know he calls you down, too.”


  “I think he calls all of us who were, you know, close...”


  He didn’t finish his sentence: Close to the ones who didn’t make it? Close to dying that day? Close to finishing ourselves off?


  “Do you think anyone ever tells the shrink anything worthwhile?” Josie asked.


  “Doubt it. He wasn’t there that day. It’s not like he really gets it.”


  “Does anyone?”


  “You. Me. Those guys downstairs,” Drew said. “Welcome to the club no one wants to join. You’re a member for life.”


  Josie didn’t mean to, but Drew’s words and the stupid guy in the movie trying to jump the bridge and the way the stars were pricking at her skin, like inoculations for a terminal disease, suddenly made her start to cry. Drew reached around her, wrapping his one good arm around her, and she leaned into him. She closed her eyes and pressed her face into the flannel of his shirt. It felt so familiar, as if she’d come home to her own bed after years of circumnavigating the globe, to find that the mattress still somehow melted around the curve and weight of her. And yet—the fabric of the shirt didn’t smell like it used to. The boy holding her wasn’t quite the same size, the same shape, the same boy.


  “I don’t think I can do this,” Josie whispered.


  Immediately, Drew pulled away from her. His face was flushed, and he could not look Josie in the eye. “I didn’t mean it like that. You and Matt...” His voice went flat. “Well, I know you’re still his.”


  Josie looked up at the sky. She nodded at him, as if that was what she had meant in the first place.


  ***


  It all began when the service station left a message on the answering machine. Peter had missed his car inspection appointment. Did he want to reschedule?


  Lewis had been alone in the house, retrieving that message. He had dialed the number before he even realized what he was doing, and thus it was no surprise to find himself actually keeping the rescheduled appointment. He got out of the car, handed his keys to the gas station attendant. “You can wait right inside,” the man said. “There’s coffee.”


  Lewis poured himself a cup, putting in three sugars and lots of milk, the way Peter would have fixed it. He sat down and instead of picking up a worn copy of Newsweek, he thumbed through PC Gamer.


  One, he thought. Two, three.


  On cue, the gas station attendant came into the waiting room. “Mr. Houghton,” he said, “the car out there—it’s not due for a state inspection until July.”


  “I know.”


  “But you... you made this appointment.”


  Lewis nodded. “I don’t have that particular car with me right now.”


  It was impounded somewhere. Along with Peter’s books and computer and journals and God only knew what else.


  The attendant stared at him, the way you do when you realize the conversation you’re having has veered from the rational. “Sir,” he said, “we can’t inspect a car that’s not here.”


  “No,” Lewis said. “Of course not.” He put the magazine back down on the coffee table, smoothed its wrinkled cover. Then he rubbed a hand over his forehead. “It’s just... my son made this appointment,” he said. “I wanted to keep it on his behalf.”


  The attendant nodded, slowly backing away. “Right... so, how about I just leave the car parked outside?”


  “Just so you know,” Lewis said softly, “he would have passed inspection.”


  ***


  Once, when Peter was young, Lacy had sent him to the same sleepaway camp that Joey had gone to and adored. It was somewhere across the river in Vermont, and campers water-skied on Lake Fairlee and took sailing lessons and did overnight canoe trips. Peter had called the first night, begging to be brought home. Although Lacy had been ready to start the car and drive to get him, Lewis had talked her out of it. If he doesn’t stick this out, Lewis had said, how will he ever know if he can?


  At the end of two weeks, when Lacy saw Peter again, there were changes in him. He was taller, and he’d put on weight. But there was also something different about his eyes—a light that had been burned to ash, somehow. When Peter looked at her, he seemed guarded, as if he understood that she was no longer an ally.


  Now he was looking at her the same way even as she smiled at him, pretending that there was no glare from the fluorescent light over his head; that she could reach out and touch him instead of staring at him from the other side of the red line that had been drawn on the jail floor. “Do you know what I found in the attic yesterday? That dinosaur you used to love, the one that roared when you pulled its tail. I used to think you’d be carrying it down the aisle at your wedding...” Lacy broke off, realizing that there might never be a wedding for Peter, or any aisle outside of a prison walkway, for that matter. “Well,” she said, turning up the wattage on her smile. “I put it on your bed.”


  Peter stared at her. “Okay.”


  “I think my favorite birthday party of yours was the dinosaur one, when we buried those plastic bones in the sandbox and you had to dig for them,” Lacy said. “Remember?”


  “I remember nobody showed up.”


  “Of course they did—”


  “Five kids, maybe, whose moms had forced them to be there,” Peter said. “God. I was six years old. Why are we even talking about this?”


  Because I don’t know what else to say, Lacy thought. She looked around the visitation room—there were only a handful of inmates, and the devoted few who still believed in them, caught on opposite sides of that red stripe. In reality, Lacy realized, this dividing line between her and Peter had been there for years. If you kept your chin up, you might even be able to convince yourself there was nothing separating you. It was only when you tried to cross it, like now, that you understood how real a barrier it could be. “Peter,” Lacy blurted out, “I’m sorry I didn’t pick you up at sleepaway camp, that time.”


  He looked at her as if she was crazy. “Um, thanks for that, but I got over it about a hundred years ago.”


  “I know. But I can still be sorry.” She was sorry about a thousand things, suddenly: that she didn’t pay more attention when Peter showed her some new programming skill; that she hadn’t bought him another dog after Dozer died; that they did not go back to the Caribbean last winter vacation, because Lacy had wrongly assumed they had all the time in the world.


  “Sorry doesn’t change anything.”


  “It does for the person who’s apologizing.”


  Peter groaned. “What the fuck is this? Chicken Soup for the Kid Without a Soul?”


  Lacy flinched. “You don’t have to swear in order to—”


  “Fuck,” Peter sang. “Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck.”


  “I’m not going to sit here and take this—”


  “Yes you are,” Peter said. “You know why? Because if you walk out on me, it’s just one more thing you’ve got to be sorry about.”


  Lacy was halfway out of her chair, but the truth in Peter’s words weighted her back down into the seat. He knew her, it seemed, far better than she had ever known him.


  “Ma,” he said softly, his voice edging over that red line. “I didn’t mean that.”


  She looked up at him, her throat thickening with tears. “I know, Peter.”


  “I’m glad you come here.” He swallowed. “I mean, you’re the only one.”


  “Your father—”


  Peter snorted. “I don’t know what he’s been telling you, but I haven’t seen him since that first time he came.”


  Lewis wasn’t coming to see Peter? That was news to Lacy. Where did he go when he left the house, telling her that he was headed to the jail?


  She imagined Peter, sitting in his cell every other week, waiting for a visit that did not come. Lacy forced a smile—she would get upset on her own time, not Peter’s—and immediately changed the topic. “For the arraignment... I brought you a nice jacket to wear.”


  “Jordan says I don’t need it. For the arraignment I just wear these clothes. I won’t need the jacket until the trial.” Peter smiled a little. “I hope you didn’t cut the tags off yet.”


  “I didn’t buy it. It’s Joey’s interview blazer.”


  Their eyes met. “Oh,” Peter murmured. “So that’s what you were doing in the attic.”


  There was silence as they both remembered Joey coming downstairs in the Brooks Brothers blazer Lacy had gotten him at Filene’s Basement in Boston at deep discount. It had been purchased for college interviews; Joey had been setting them up at the time of the accident.


  “Do you ever wish it was me who died,” Peter asked, “instead of Joey?”


  Lacy’s heart fell like a stone. “Of course not.”


  “But then you’d still have Joey,” Peter said. “And none of this would have happened.”


  She thought of Janet Isinghoff, the woman who had not wanted her as a midwife. Part of growing up was learning not to be quite that honest—learning when it was better to lie, rather than hurt someone with the truth. It was why Lacy came to these visits with a smile stretched like a Halloween mask over her face, when in reality, she wanted to break down sobbing every time she saw Peter being led into the visitation room by a correctional officer. It was why she was talking about camp and stuffed animals—the hallmarks of the son she remembered—instead of discovering who he had become. But Peter had never learned how to say one thing when he meant another. It was one of the reasons he’d been hurt so many times.


  “It would be a happy ending,” Peter said.


  Lacy drew in a breath. “Not if you weren’t here.”


  Peter looked at her for a long moment. “You’re lying,” he said—not angry, not accusing. Just as if he was stating the facts, in a way that she wasn’t.


  “I am not—”


  “You can say it a million times, but that doesn’t make it any more true.” Peter smiled then, so guileless that Lacy felt it smart like a stripe from a whip. “You might be able to fool Dad, and the cops, and anyone else who’ll listen,” he said. “You just can’t fool another liar.”


  ***


  By the time Diana reached the docket board to check which judge was sitting on the Houghton arraignment, Jordan McAfee was already standing there. Diana hated him on principle, because he hadn’t ripped two pairs of stockings trying to get them on, because he wasn’t having a bad hair day, because he didn’t seem to be the least bit ruffled about the fact that half the town of Sterling was on the front steps of the courthouse, demanding blood. “Morning,” he said, not even glancing at her.


  Diana didn’t answer. Instead, her mouth dropped open as she read the name of the judge sitting on the case. “I think there’s a mistake,” she said to the clerk.


  The clerk glanced over her shoulder at the docket board. “Judge Cormier’s sitting this morning.”


  “On the Houghton case? Are you kidding me?”


  The clerk shook her head. “Nope.”


  “But her daughter—” Diana snapped her mouth shut, her thoughts reeling. “We need to have a chambers conference with the judge before the arraignment.”


  The moment the clerk was gone, Diana faced Jordan. “What the hell is Cormier thinking?”


  ***


  It wasn’t often that Jordan got to see Diana Leven sweat, and frankly, it was entertaining. To be honest, Jordan had been just as shocked to see Cormier’s name on the docket board as the prosecutor had been, but he wasn’t about to tell Diana. Not tipping his hand was the only advantage he had right now, because frankly, his case wasn’t worth anything.


  Diana frowned. “Didn’t you expect her to—”


  The clerk reappeared. Jordan got a kick out of Eleanor; she cut him slack in the superior courthouse and even laughed at the dumb-blonde jokes he saved for her, whereas most clerks had a terminal case of self-importance. “Her Honor will see you now,” Eleanor said.


  As Jordan followed the clerk into chambers, he leaned down and whispered the punch line he’d been getting at, before Leven so rudely interrupted his joke with her arrival. “So her husband looks at the box and says, ‘Honey, it’s not a puzzle... it’s some Frosted Flakes!’”


  Eleanor snickered, and Diana scowled. “What’s that, some kind of code?”


  “Yeah, Diana. It’s secret defense attorney language for: Whatever you do, don’t tell the prosecutor what I’m saying.”


  “I wouldn’t be surprised,” Diana murmured, and then they were in chambers.


  Judge Cormier was already in her robe, ready to start the arraignment. Her arms were folded; she was leaning against her desk. “All right, Counselors, we have a lot of people in the courtroom waiting. What’s the problem?”


  Diana glanced at Jordan, but he just raised his eyebrows. If she wanted to poke at the hornet’s nest, that was just fine, but he’d be standing far away when it happened. Let Cormier hold a grudge against the prosecution, not the defense.


  “Judge,” Diana said hesitantly, “it’s my understanding that your daughter was in the school at the time of the shooting. In fact, we’ve interviewed her.”


  Jordan had to give Cormier credit—she somehow managed to stare Diana down as if the prosecutor hadn’t just presented a valid and disturbing fact, but had said something absolutely ludicrous instead. Like the punch line of a dumb-blonde joke, for example. “I’m quite aware of that,” the judge said. “There were a thousand children in the school at the time of the shooting.”


  “Of course, Your Honor. I just... I wanted to ask before we got out there in front of everyone whether the court was planning to just handle the arraignment, or if you’re planning to sit during the whole case?”


  Jordan looked at Diana, wondering why she was so dead sure that Cormier shouldn’t be sitting on this case. What did she know about Josie Cormier that he didn’t?


  “As I said, there were thousands of kids in that school. Some of their parents are police officers, some work here at the superior court. One even works in your office, Ms. Leven.”


  “Yes, Your Honor... but that particular attorney isn’t handling this case.”


  The judge stared at her, calm. “Are you calling my daughter as a witness, Ms. Leven?”


  Diana hesitated. “No, Your Honor.”


  “Well, I’ve read my daughter’s statement, Counselor, and I don’t see any reason that we can’t proceed.”


  Jordan ran through what he knew so far:


  Peter had asked about Josie’s welfare.


  Josie was present during the shooting.


  Josie’s yearbook photo, in the discovery, was the only one that had been marked with the words LET LIVE.


  But according to her mother, whatever she told the police wouldn’t affect the case. According to Diana, nothing Josie knew was important enough to make her a witness for the prosecution.


  He dropped his gaze, his mind replaying these facts over and over like a loop of videotape.


  One that just didn’t make sense.


  ***


  The former elementary school that was serving as the physical location for Sterling High did not have a cafeteria—little kids ate in their classrooms, at their desks. But somehow this was considered unhealthy for teenagers, so the library had been turned into a makeshift cafeteria. There were no books or shelves there anymore, but the carpet still had ABC’s sprinkled into its weave, and a poster of the Cat in the Hat still hung beside the double doors.


  Josie no longer sat with her friends in the cafeteria. It just didn’t feel right—as if some critical mass were missing, and they were likely to be split apart like an atom under pressure. Instead, she sequestered herself in a corner of the library where there were carpeted risers, where she liked to imagine a teacher reading aloud to her kindergartners.


  Today, when they’d arrived at school, the television cameras were already waiting. You had to walk right through them to get to the front door. They’d dribbled away over the past week—no doubt there was some tragedy somewhere else for these reporters to cover—but returned in full force to report on the arraignment. Josie had wondered how they were going to hightail it from the school all the way north to the courthouse in time. She wondered how many times in the course of her high school career they would come back. On the last day of school? At the anniversary of the shooting? At graduation? She imagined the People magazine article that would be written in a decade about the survivors of the Sterling High massacre—“Where Are They Now?” Would John Eberhard be playing hockey again, or even walking? Would Courtney’s parents have moved out of Sterling? Where would Josie be?


  And Peter?


  Her mother was the judge at his trial. Even if she didn’t talk about it with Josie—legally, she couldn’t—it wasn’t as if Josie didn’t know. Josie was caught somewhere between utter relief, knowing her mom would be sitting on the case, and absolute terror. On the one hand, she knew her mother would start piecing together the events of that day, and that meant Josie wouldn’t have to talk about it herself. On the other hand, once her mother did start piecing together the events of that day, what else would she figure out?


  Drew walked into the library, tossing an orange up in the air and catching it repeatedly in his fist. He glanced around at the pods of students, settled in small groups on the carpet with their hot lunch trays balanced on their knees like the bows of crickets, and then spotted Josie. “What’s up?” he asked, sitting down beside her.


  “Not much.”


  “Did the jackals get you?”


  He was talking about the television reporters. “I sort of ran past them.”


  “I wish they’d all just go fuck themselves,” Drew said.


  Josie leaned her head against the wall. “I wish it would all just go back to normal.”


  “Maybe after the trial.” Drew turned to her. “Is it weird, you know, with your mom and all?”


  “We don’t talk about it. We don’t talk about anything, really.” She picked up her bottled water and took a sip, so that Drew wouldn’t realize that her hand was shaking.


  “He’s not crazy.”


  “Who?”


  “Peter Houghton. I saw his eyes that day. He knew exactly what the hell he was doing.”


  “Drew, shut up,” Josie sighed.


  “Well, it’s true. Doesn’t matter what some hotshot fucking lawyer says to try to get him off the hook.”


  “I think that’s something the jury gets to decide, not you.”


  “Jesus Christ, Josie,” he said. “Of all people, I wouldn’t think you’d want to defend him.”


  “I’m not defending him. I’m just telling you how the legal system works.”


  “Well, thanks, Marcia Clark. But somehow you give less of a damn about that when you’re the one with a slug being pulled out of your shoulder. Or when your best friend—or your boyfriend—is bleeding to death in front of—” He broke off abruptly as Josie fumbled her bottle of water, soaking herself and Drew.


  “Sorry,” she said, mopping up the mess with a napkin.


  Drew sighed. “Me, too. I guess I’m a little freaked out, with the cameras and everything.” He tore off a piece of the damp napkin and stuck it in his mouth, then tossed the spitball at the back of an overweight boy who carried the tuba in the school marching band.


  Oh my God, Josie thought. Nothing’s changed at all. Drew tore off another piece of napkin and rolled it in his palm. “Stop it,” Josie said.


  “What?” Drew shrugged. “You’re the one who wanted to go back to normal.”


  ***


  There were four television cameras in the courtroom: ABC, NBC, CBS, and CNN; plus reporters from Time, Newsweek, The New York Times, The Boston Globe, and the Associated Press. The media had met with Alex last week in chambers, so that she could decide who would be represented in the courtroom while the others waited outside on the steps of the courthouse. She was aware of the tiny red lights on the cameras that indicated they were recording; of the scratch of pens on paper as the reporters wrote down her words verbatim. Peter Houghton had become infamous, and as a result of that, Alex would now have her fifteen minutes of fame. Maybe sixty, Alex thought. It would take her that long to simply read through all the charges.


  “Mr. Houghton,” Alex said, “you are charged with, on March 6, 2007, a count of first-degree murder, contrary to 631:1-A, in that you purposely caused the death of another, to wit, Courtney Ignatio. You are charged with, on March 6, 2007, a count of first-degree murder, contrary to 631:1-A, in that you purposely caused the death of another, to wit...” She glanced down at the name. “Matthew Royston.”


  The words were routine, something Alex could do in her sleep. But she focused on them, on keeping her voice measured and even, on giving weight to the name of each dead child. The gallery was packed full, and Alex could recognize the parents of these students, and some students themselves. One mother, a woman Alex did not know by sight or name, sat in the front row behind the defense table, clutching an 8 x 10 photo of a smiling girl.


  Jordan McAfee sat beside his client, who was wearing an orange jail jumpsuit and shackles, and was doing everything he could to avoid looking at Alex as she read the charges.


  “You are charged with, on March 6, 2007, a count of first-degree murder, contrary to 631:1-A, in that you purposely caused the death of another, to wit, Justin Friedman....


  “You are charged with, on March 6, 2007, a count of first-degree murder, contrary to 631:1-A, in that you purposely caused the death of another, to wit, Christopher McPhee....


  “You are charged with, on March 6, 2007, a count of first-degree murder, contrary to 631:1-A, in that you purposely caused the death of another, to wit, Grace Murtaugh....”


  The woman with the photo stood up as Alex was reciting the charges. She leaned over the bar, between Peter Houghton and his attorney, and smacked the photograph down so hard that the glass cracked. “Do you remember her?” the woman cried, her voice raw. “Do you remember Grace?”


  McAfee whipped around. Peter ducked his head, keeping his eyes trained on the table in front of him.


  Alex had had disruptive people in her courtroom before, but she could not remember them stealing her breath away. This mother’s pain seemed to take up all the empty space in the gallery; heat the emotions of the other spectators to a boiling point.


  Her hands began to tremble; she slipped them underneath the bench so that nobody could see. “Ma’am,” Alex said. “I’m going to have to ask you to sit down...”


  “Did you look her in the face when you shot her, you bastard?”


  Did you? Alex thought.


  “Your Honor,” McAfee called.


  Alex’s ability to judge this case impartially had already been challenged by the prosecution. While she didn’t have to justify her decisions to anyone, she’d just told the attorneys that she could easily separate her personal and her professional involvement in this case. She’d thought it would be a matter of seeing Josie not as her daughter, specifically, but as one of hundreds present during the shooting. She had not realized that it would actually come down to seeing herself not as a judge, but as another mother.


  You can do this, she told herself. Just remember why you’re here. “Bailiffs,” Alex murmured, and the two beefy courtroom attendants grabbed the woman by the arms to escort her out of the courtroom.


  “You’ll burn in hell,” the woman shouted as the television cameras followed her progress down the aisle.


  Alex didn’t. She kept her eyes on Peter Houghton, while his attorney’s attention was distracted. “Mr. McAfee,” she said.


  “Yes, Your Honor?”


  “Please ask your client to hold out his hand.”


  “I’m sorry, Judge, but I think there’s already been enough prejudicial—”


  “Do it, Counselor.”


  McAfee nodded at Peter, who lifted his shackled wrists and opened his fists. Winking in Peter’s palm was a shard of broken glass from the picture frame. Blanching, the attorney reached for the glass. “Thank you, Your Honor,” he muttered.


  “Any time.” Alex looked at the gallery and cleared her throat. “I trust there will be no more outbursts like that, or I’ll be forced to close these proceedings to the public.”


  She continued reading the charges in a courtroom so quiet you could hear hearts break; you could hear hope fluttering to the rafters on the ceiling. “You are charged with, on March 6, 2007, a count of first-degree murder, contrary to 631:1-A, in that you purposely caused the death of another, to wit, Madeleine Shaw. You are charged with, on March 6, 2007, a count of first-degree murder, contrary to 631:1-A, in that you purposely caused the death of another, to wit, Edward McCabe.


  “You are charged with attempted first-degree murder, contrary to 630:1-A and 629:1, in that you did commit an act in furtherance of the offense of first-degree murder, to wit, shooting at Emma Alexis.


  “You are charged with possession of firearms on school grounds.


  “Possession of explosive devices.


  “Unlawful use of an explosive device.


  “Receiving stolen goods, to wit, firearms.”


  By the time Alex had finished, her voice was hoarse. “Mr. McAfee,” she said, “how does your client plead?”


  “Not guilty to all counts, Your Honor.”


  A murmur spread virally through the courtroom, something that always happened in the wake of hearing that not-guilty plea, and that always seemed ridiculous to Alex—what was the defendant supposed to do? Say he was guilty?


  “Given the nature of the charges, you are not entitled to bail as a matter of law. You are remanded to the custody of the sheriff.”


  Alex dismissed court and headed into chambers. Inside, with the door closed, she paced like an athlete coming off a brutal race. If there was anything she was sure of, it was her ability to judge fairly. But if it had been this hard at the arraignment, how would she function when the prosecution began to actually outline the events of that day?


  “Eleanor,” Alex said, pressing the intercom button for her clerk, “clear my schedule for two hours.”


  “But you—”


  “Clear it,” she snapped. She could still see the faces of those parents in the gallery. What they’d lost was written across their faces, a collective scar.


  Alex stripped off her robe and headed down the back stairs to the parking lot. Instead of stopping for a cigarette, though, she got into her car. She drove straight to the elementary school and parked in the fire lane. There was one news van still in the teachers’ parking lot, and Alex panicked, until she realized that the license plates were from New York; that the chance of someone recognizing her without her judicial robes on was unlikely.


  The only person who had a right to ask Alex to recuse herself was Josie, but Alex knew that ultimately her daughter would understand. It was Alex’s first big case in superior court. It was modeling healthy behavior for Josie herself, to get on with her life again. Alex tried to ignore the last reason she was fighting to stay on this case—the one that pricked like a thorn, like a splinter, rubbing raw no matter which way she came at it: she had a better chance of learning from the prosecution and the defense what her daughter had endured than she ever would from Josie herself.


  She walked into the main office. “I need to pick up my daughter,” Alex said, and the school secretary pushed a clipboard toward her, with information to be filled out. STUDENT, Alex read. TIME OUT. REASON. TIME IN.


  Josie Cormier, she wrote. 10:45 a.m. Orthodontist.


  She could feel the secretary’s eyes on her—clearly the woman wanted to know why Judge Cormier was standing in front of her desk instead of at the courthouse presiding over the arraignment that they were all waiting to hear about. “If you could just send Josie out to the car,” Alex said, and she walked out of the office.


  Within five minutes, Josie opened the passenger door and slid into the seat. “I don’t have braces.”


  “I needed to think of an excuse fast,” Alex answered. “It was the first one to pop into my head.”


  “So why are you really here?”


  Alex watched Josie turn up the volume of the vent. “Do I need a reason to have lunch with my daughter?”


  “It’s, like, ten-thirty.”


  “Then we’re playing hooky.”


  “Whatever,” Josie said.


  Alex pulled away from the curb. Josie was two feet away from her, but they might as well have been on different continents. Her daughter stared firmly out the window, watching the world go by.


  “Is it over?” Josie asked.


  “The arraignment? Yes.”


  “Is that why you came here?”


  How could Alex describe what it had felt like, seeing all of those nameless mothers and fathers in the gallery, without a child between them? If you lost your child, could you still even call yourself a parent?


  What if you’d just been stupid enough to let her slip away?


  Alex drove to the end of a road that overlooked the river. It was racing, the way it always did in the spring. If you didn’t know better, if you were looking at a still photo, you might wish you could take a dip. You wouldn’t realize, just by glancing, that the water would rob you of your breath; that you might be swept away.


  “I wanted to see you,” Alex confessed. “There were people in my courtroom today... people who probably wake up every day now wishing that they’d done this—left in the middle of the day to have lunch with their daughters, instead of telling themselves they could do it some other day.” She turned to Josie. “Those people, they didn’t get to have any other days.”


  Josie picked at a loose white thread, silent long enough for Alex to start mentally kicking herself. So much for her spontaneous foray into primal motherhood. Alex had been rattled by her own emotions during the arraignment; instead of telling herself she was being ridiculous, she’d acted on them. But this was exactly what happened, wasn’t it, when you started to sift through the shifting sands of feelings, instead of just feeding facts hand over fist? The hell with putting your heart on your sleeve; it was likely to get ripped off.


  “Hooky,” Josie said quietly. “Not lunch.”


  Alex sat back, relieved. “Whatever,” she joked. She waited until Josie met her gaze. “I want to talk to you about the case.”


  “I thought you couldn’t.”


  “That’s sort of what I wanted to talk about. Even if this was the biggest career opportunity in the world, I’d step down if I believed it was going to make things harder for you. You can still come to me anytime and ask me anything you want.”


  They both pretended, for a moment, that Josie did this on a regular basis, when in fact it had been years since she’d shared anything in confidence with Alex.


  Josie’s glance slanted toward her. “Even about the arraignment?”


  “Even about the arraignment.”


  “What did Peter say in court?” Josie asked.


  “Nothing. The lawyer does all the talking.”


  “What did he look like?”


  Alex thought for a moment. She had, upon first seeing Peter in his jail jumpsuit, been amazed at how much he’d grown. Although she had seen him over the years—in the back of the classroom during school events, at the copy store where he and Josie had worked together briefly, even driving down Main Street—she still somehow had expected him to be the same little boy who’d played in kindergarten with Josie. Alex considered his orange scrubs, his rubber flip-flops, his shackles. “He looked like a defendant,” she said.


  “If he’s convicted,” Josie asked, “he’ll never get out of prison, will he?”


  Alex felt her heart squeeze. Josie was trying not to show it, but how could she not be afraid that something like this would happen again? Then again, how could Alex—as a judge—make a promise to convict Peter before he’d even been tried? Alex felt herself walking the high wire between personal responsibility and professional ethics, trying her damnedest not to fall. “You don’t have to worry about that...”


  “That’s not an answer,” Josie said.


  “He’ll most likely spend his life there, yes.”


  “If he was in prison, would people be allowed to talk to him?”


  Suddenly, Alex couldn’t follow Josie’s line of logic. “Why? Do you want to talk to him?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “I can’t imagine why you’d want to, after—”


  “I used to be his friend,” Josie said.


  “You haven’t been Peter’s friend in years,” Alex answered, but then the tumblers clicked, and she understood why her daughter, who was seemingly terrified about Peter’s potential release from prison, might still want to communicate with him after his conviction: remorse. Maybe Josie believed that something she’d done—or hadn’t—might have brought Peter to the point where he would have gone and shot his way through Sterling High.


  If Alex didn’t understand the concept of a guilty conscience, who would?


  “Honey, there are people looking out for Peter—people whose job it is to look out for him. You don’t have to be the one to do it.” Alex smiled a little. “You just have to look out for yourself, all right?”


  Josie looked away. “I have a test next period,” she said. “Can we go back to school now?”


  Alex drove in silence, because by that time it was too late to make the correction; to tell her daughter that there was someone looking out for her, too; that Josie was not in this alone.


  ***


  At two in the morning, when Jordan had been bouncing a wailing, sick infant in his arms for five straight hours, he turned to Selena. “Remind me why we had a child?”


  Selena was sitting at the kitchen table—well, no, actually she was sprawled across it, her head pillowed in her arms. “Because you wanted to pass along the finely tuned genetic blueprint of my bloodline.”


  “Frankly, I think all we’re passing along is some viral crud.”


  Suddenly, Selena sat up. “Hey,” she whispered. “He’s asleep.”


  “Thank God. Get him off me.”


  “Like hell I will—that’s the most comfortable he’s been all day.”


  Jordan glowered at her and sank into the chair across from her, his hands still cupped around his sleeping son. “He’s not the only one.”


  “Are we talking about your case again? Because to be honest, Jordan, I’m so damn tired that I need clues, here, if we’re going to shift topics...”


  “I just can’t figure out why she hasn’t recused herself. When the prosecution brought up her daughter, Cormier dismissed it... and more importantly, so did Leven.”


  Selena yawned and stood up. “You’re looking a gift horse in the mouth, baby. Cormier’s got to be a better judge for you than Wagner.”


  “But something’s rubbing me the wrong way about this.”


  Selena smiled at him indulgently. “Got a little diaper rash, huh?”


  “Even if her kid doesn’t remember anything now, that doesn’t mean she’s not going to. And how is Cormier going to remain impartial, knowing that her daughter’s boyfriend was blown away by my client while she stood there watching?”


  “Well, you could make a motion to get her off the case,” Selena said. “Or you could wait for Diana to do that instead.”


  Jordan glanced up at her.


  “If I were you, I’d keep my mouth shut.”


  He reached out, snagging the sash of her robe so that it unraveled. “When do I ever keep my mouth shut?”


  Selena laughed. “There’s always a first time,” she said.


  ***


  Each tier in maximum security had four cells, six feet by eight feet. Inside the cell was a bunk bed and a toilet. It had taken Peter three days to be able to take a dump while the correctional officers were walking past, without his bowels seizing up, but—and this was how he knew he was getting used to being here—now he could probably crap on command.


  At one end of the maximum-security catwalk was a small television. Because there was only room for one chair in front of the TV, the guy who’d been in the longest got to sit down. Everyone else stood behind him, like hoboes in a soup line, to watch. There were not a lot of programs the inmates could agree upon. Mostly it was MTV, although they always turned on Jerry Springer. Peter figured that was because no matter how much you’d screwed up in your life, you liked knowing that there were people out there even more stupid than you.


  If anyone on the tier did something wrong—not even Peter, but for example an asshole like Satan Jones (Satan not being his real name; that was Gaylord, but if you mentioned it even in a whisper he’d go for your jugular), who had drawn a caricature of two of the COs doing the horizontal hora on the wall of his cell—everyone lost the television privilege for the week. Which left the other end of the catwalk to mosey on down toward: a shower with a plastic curtain, and the phone, where you could call collect for a dollar a minute, and every few seconds you’d hear This call has originated at the Grafton County Department of Corrections, just in case you had been lucky enough to forget.


  Peter was doing sit-ups, which he hated. He hated all exercise, really. But the alternative was sitting around and getting soft enough for everyone to think they could pick on you, or going outside during his exercise hour. He went, a couple of times—not to shoot hoops or to jog or even make secret deals near the fence for the drugs or cigarettes that got smuggled into jail, but just to be outside and breathing in air that hadn’t already been breathed by the other inmates in this place. Unfortunately, from the exercise yard you could see the river. You’d think that was a bonus, but in fact, it was the most awful tease. Sometimes the wind blew so that Peter could even smell it—the soil along the edge, the frigid water—and it nearly broke him to know that he couldn’t just walk down there and take off his shoes and socks and wade in, swim, fucking drown himself if he wanted to. After that, he stopped going outdoors at all.


  Peter finished his hundredth sit-up—the irony was that after a month, he was so much stronger that he could probably have kicked Matt Royston’s and Drew Girard’s asses simultaneously—and sat down on his bunk with the commissary form. Once a week, you got to go shopping for things like mouthwash and paper, with the prices jacked up ridiculously high. Peter remembered going to St. John one year with his family; in the grocery store, cornflakes cost, like, ten dollars, because they were such a rare commodity. It wasn’t like shampoo was a rare commodity, but in jail, you were at the mercy of the administration, which meant they could charge $3.25 for a bottle of Pert, or $16 for a box fan. Your other alternative was to hope that an inmate who left for the state prison would will you his belongings, but to Peter, that felt a little like being a vulture.


  “Houghton,” a correctional officer said, his heavy boots ringing down the metal catwalk, “you’ve got mail.”


  Two envelopes zoomed into the cell and slid underneath Peter’s bunk. He reached for them, scraping his fingernails against the cement floor. The first letter was from his mother, which he was almost expecting. Peter got mail from his mother at least three or four times a week. The letters were usually about stupid things like editorials in the local paper or how well her spider plants were doing. He’d thought, for a while, that she was writing in code—something he needed to know, something transcendent and inspirational—but then he started to realize that she was just writing to fill up space. That’s when he stopped opening mail from his mother. He didn’t feel bad about this, really. The reason his mother wrote to him, Peter knew, wasn’t so that he’d read the letters. It was so that she could tell herself she’d written them.


  He didn’t really blame his parents for being clueless. First of all, he’d had plenty of practice with that particular condition. Second, the only people who understood him, really, were the ones who had been at the high school that day, and they weren’t exactly jamming his mailbox with missives.


  Peter tossed his mother’s letter onto the floor again and stared at the address on the second envelope. He didn’t recognize it; it wasn’t from Sterling, or even New Hampshire, for that matter. Elena Battista, he read. Elena from Ridgewood, New Jersey.


  He ripped open the envelope and scanned her note.


  Peter,


  I feel like I already know you, because I’ve been following what happened at the high school. I’m in college now, but I think I know what it was like for you... because it was like that for me. In fact, I’m writing my thesis now on the effects of being bullied at school. I know it’s presumptuous to think that you’d want to talk to someone like me... but I think if I’d known someone like you when I was in high school, my life would have been different, and maybe it’s never too late????


  Sincerely,


  Elena Battista


  Peter tapped the ragged envelope against his thigh. Jordan had specifically told him he was to talk to nobody—that is, except his parents, and Jordan himself. But his parents were useless, and to be honest, it wasn’t like Jordan had been holding up his end of the bargain, which involved being physically present often enough for Peter to get whatever was bugging him off his chest.


  Besides. She was a college girl. It was kind of cool to think that a college girl wanted to talk to him; and it wasn’t like he was going to tell her anything she didn’t already know.


  Peter reached for his commissary form again and checked off the box for a generic greeting card.


  ***


  A trial could be split into halves: what happened the day of the event, which was the prosecution’s baby; and everything that led up to it, which was what the defense had to present. To that end, Selena busied herself interviewing everyone who had come in contact with their client during the past seventeen years of his life. Two days after Peter’s arraignment in superior court, Selena sat down with the principal of Sterling High in his modified elementary school office. Arthur McAllister had a sandy beard and a round belly and teeth that he didn’t show when he smiled. He reminded Selena of one of those freaky talking bears that had come onto the market when she was a kid—Teddy Ruxpin—which made it all the more strange when he started answering her questions about anti-bullying policies at the high school. “It’s not tolerated,” McAllister said, although Selena had expected that party line. “We’re completely on top of it.”


  “So, if a kid comes to you to complain about being picked on, what are the repercussions for the bully?”


  “One of the things we’ve found, Selena—can I call you Selena?—is that if the administration intervenes, it makes it worse for the kid who’s being bullied.” He hesitated. “I know what people are saying about the shooting. How they’re comparing it to Columbine and Paducah and the ones that came before them. But I truly believe that it wasn’t bullying, per se, that led Peter to do what he did.”


  “What he allegedly did,” Selena automatically corrected. “Do you keep records of bullying incidents?”


  “If it escalates, and the kids are brought in to me, then yes.”


  “Was anyone ever brought to you for bullying Peter Houghton?”


  McAllister stood up and pulled a file out of a cabinet. He began to leaf through it, and then stopped at a page. “Actually, Peter was brought in to see me twice this year. He was put into detention for fighting in the halls.”


  “Fighting?” Selena said. “Or fighting back?”


  ***


  When Katie Riccobono had plunged a knife into her husband’s chest while he was fast asleep—forty-six times—Jordan had called upon Dr. King Wah, a forensic psychiatrist who specialized in battered woman syndrome. It was a specific tangent of post-traumatic stress disorder, one that suggested a woman who’d been repeatedly victimized both mentally and physically might so constantly fear for her life that the line between reality and fantasy blurred, to the point where she felt threatened even when the threat was dormant, or in Joe Riccobono’s case, as he lay sleeping off a three-day drinking spree.


  King had won the case for them. In the years that had passed, he’d become one of the foremost experts on battered woman syndrome, and appeared routinely as a witness for the defense all over the country. His fees had skyrocketed; his time now came at a premium.


  Jordan headed to King’s Boston office without an appointment, figuring his charm could get him past whatever secretarial gatekeeper the good doctor employed, but he hadn’t counted on a near-retirement-age dragon named Ruth. “The doctor’s booking six months out,” she said, not even bothering to look up at Jordan.


  “But this is a personal call, not a professional one.”


  “And I care,” Ruth said, in a tone that clearly suggested she didn’t.


  Jordan figured it wouldn’t do any good to tell Ruth she was looking lovely today, or to grace her with a dumb-blonde joke, or even to play up his successful track record as a defense attorney. “It’s a family emergency,” he said.


  “Your family is having a psychological emergency,” Ruth repeated flatly.


  “Our family,” Jordan improvised. “I’m Dr. Wah’s brother.” When Ruth just stared at him, Jordan added, “Dr. Wah’s adopted brother.”


  She raised one sharp eyebrow and pressed a button on her phone. A moment later, it rang. “Doctor,” she said. “A man who claims to be your brother is here to see you.” She hung up the receiver. “He says you can go right in.”


  Jordan opened the heavy mahogany door to find King eating a sandwich, his feet crossed on top of his desk. “Jordan McAfee,” he said, smiling. “I should have known. So tell me... how’s Mom doing?”


  “How the hell should I know, she always loved you best,” Jordan joked, and he came forward to shake King’s hand. “Thanks for seeing me.”


  “I had to find out who had enough chutzpah to say he was my brother.”


  “‘Chutzpah,’” Jordan repeated. “You learn that in Chinese school?”


  “Yeah, Yiddish came right after Abacus 101.” He gestured for Jordan to take a seat. “So how’s it going?”


  “Good,” Jordan said. “I mean, maybe not as good as it’s going for you. I can’t turn on Court TV without seeing your face on the screen.”


  “It’s been busy, that’s for sure. I’ve only got ten minutes, in fact, before my next appointment.”


  “I know. That’s why I took a chance that you’d see me—I want you to evaluate my client.”


  “Jordan, man, you know I would, but I’m booking nearly six months out for trial work.”


  “This one’s different, King. It’s multiple murder charges.”


  “Murders?” King said. “How many husbands did she kill?”


  “None, and it’s not a she. It’s a boy. A kid. He was bullied for years, and then turned around and shot up Sterling High School.”


  King handed half of his tuna sandwich to Jordan. “All right, little brother,” he said. “Let’s talk over lunch.”


  ***


  Josie glanced from the serviceable gray tile floor to the cinder-block walls, from the iron bars that isolated Dispatch from the sitting area to the heavy door with its automatic lock. It was kind of like a jail, and she wondered if the policemen inside ever thought about that irony. But then, as soon as the image of jail popped into her head, Josie thought of Peter and began to panic again. “I don’t want to be here,” she said, turning to her mother.


  “I know.”


  “Why does he even want to talk to me again? I already told him I can’t remember anything.”


  They had received the letter in the mail; Detective Ducharme had “a few more questions” to ask her. To Josie, that meant he must know something now that he hadn’t known the first time he questioned her. Her mother had explained that a second interview was just a way of making sure the prosecution had dotted their i’s and crossed their t’s; that it really didn’t mean anything at all, but that she had to go to the station, all the same. God forbid Josie be the one to screw up the investigation.


  “All you have to do is tell him, again, that you don’t remember anything... and you’ll be all done,” her mother said, and she gently put her hand on Josie’s knee, which had begun shaking.


  What Josie wanted to do was stand up, burst through the double doors of the police station, and start running. She wanted to sprint through the parking lot and across the street, over the middle school playing fields and into the woods that edged the town pond, up the mountains that she could sometimes see from her bedroom window if the leaves had fallen from the trees, until she was as high as she could possibly go. And then...


  And then maybe she’d just spread her arms and step off the edge of the world.


  What if this was all a setup?


  What if Detective Ducharme already knew... everything?


  “Josie,” a voice said. “Thanks so much for coming down here.”


  She glanced up to see the detective standing in front of them. Her mother got to her feet. Josie tried, honestly she did, but she couldn’t find the courage to do it.


  “Judge, I appreciate you bringing your daughter down here.”


  “Josie’s very upset,” her mother said. “She still can’t remember anything about that day.”


  “I need to hear that from Josie herself.” The detective knelt so that he could look into her eyes. He had, Josie realized, nice eyes. A little sad, like a basset hound’s. It made her wonder what it would be like to hear all these stories from the wounded and the stunned; if you couldn’t help but absorb them by osmosis. “I promise,” he said gently. “This won’t take long.”


  Josie started to imagine what it would feel like when the door to the conference room closed; how questions could build up like the pressure inside a champagne bottle. She wondered what hurt more: not remembering what had happened, no matter how hard you tried to will it to the front of your mind, or recalling every last, awful moment.


  Out of the corner of her eye, Josie saw her mother sit back down. “Aren’t you coming in with me?”


  The last time the detective had talked to her, her mother had pulled the same excuse—she was the judge, she couldn’t possibly sit in on the police interview. But then they’d had that conversation after the arraignment; her mother had gone out of her way to let Josie know that acting like a judge on this case would not be mutually exclusive to acting like a mother. Or in other words: Josie had been stupid enough to think that things between them might have started to change.


  Her mother’s mouth opened and closed, like a fish out of water. Did I make you uncomfortable? Josie thought, the words rising like welts in her mind. Welcome to the club.


  “You want a cup of coffee?” the detective said, and then he shook his head. “Or a Coke. I don’t know, do kids your age drink coffee yet, or am I dangling a vice right in front of you because I’m too stupid to know better?”


  “I like coffee,” Josie said. She avoided her mother’s gaze as Detective Ducharme led her into the inner sanctum of the police station.


  They went into a conference room and the detective poured her a mug of coffee. “Milk? Sugar?”


  “Sugar,” Josie said. She took two packets from the bowl and added them to the mug. Then she glanced around—at the Formica table, the fluorescent lights, the normalness of the room.


  “What?”


  “What what?” Josie said.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “I was just thinking that this doesn’t look like the kind of place where you’d beat a confession out of someone.”


  “Depends on whether you’ve got one to be beaten out of you,” the detective said. When Josie blanched, he laughed. “I’m just joking. Honestly, the only time I beat confessions out of people is when I’m playing a cop on TV.”


  “You play a cop on TV?”


  He sighed. “Never mind.” He reached over to a tape recorder in the center of the table. “I’m going to record this, just like before... mostly because I’m too dumb to remember it all correctly.” The detective pressed the button and sat down across from Josie. “Do people tell you all the time that you look like your mom?”


  “Um, never.” She tilted her head. “Is that what you brought me down to ask me?”


  He smiled. “No.”


  “I don’t look like her, anyway.”


  “Sure you do. It’s your eyes.”


  Josie looked down at the table. “Mine are a totally different color than hers.”


  “I wasn’t talking about the color,” the detective said. “Josie, tell me again what you saw the day of the shootings at Sterling High.”


  Underneath the table, Josie gripped her hands together. She dug the nails of one hand into the palm of the other, so that something hurt more than the words he was making her say. “I had a science test. I’d studied really late for it, and I was thinking about it when I woke up in the morning. That’s all I know. I already told you, I can’t even remember being in school that day.”


  “Do you remember what made you pass out in the locker room?”


  Josie closed her eyes. She could picture the locker room—the tile floor, the gray lockers, the orphan sock stuffed in a corner of the shower. And then, everything went red as anger. Red as blood.


  “No,” Josie said, but tears had cut her voice into lace. “I don’t even know why thinking about it makes me cry.” She hated being seen like this; she hated being like this; most of all she hated not knowing when it would happen: a shift of the wind, a turn of the tide. Josie took the tissue the detective offered. “Please,” she whispered, “can I just go now?”


  There was a moment of hesitation, and Josie could feel the weight of the detective’s pity falling over her like a net, one that only held on to her words, while the rest—the shame, the anger, the fear—seeped right through. “Sure, Josie,” he said. “You can go.”


  ***


  Alex was pretending to read the Town of Sterling Annual Report when Josie suddenly burst out of the secured door into the police station’s waiting area. She was crying hard, and Patrick Ducharme was nowhere in sight. I’ll kill him, Alex thought rationally, calmly, after I take care of my daughter.


  “Josie,” she said, as Josie ran past her out of the building, toward the parking lot. Alex hurried after her, finally catching up to Josie in front of their car. She wrapped her arms around Josie’s waist and felt her buckle. “Leave me alone,” Josie sobbed.


  “Josie, honey, what did he say to you? Talk to me.”


  “I can’t talk to you! You don’t understand. None of you understand.” Josie backed away. “The people who do, they’re all dead.”


  Alex hesitated, unsure of the right move. She could fold Josie tighter into an embrace and let her cry. Or she could make her see that no matter how upset she was, it was something she had the resources to handle. Sort of like an Allen charge, Alex realized—the instruction a judge would give to a jury that wasn’t getting anywhere in its deliberations, which basically reminded them of their duty as American citizens, and assured them that they could and would come to a consensus.


  It had always worked for her in court.


  “I know this is hard, Josie, but you’re stronger than you think, and—”


  Josie shoved her hard, breaking away. “Stop talking to me like that!”


  “Like what?”


  “Like I’m some fucking witness or lawyer you’re trying to impress!”


  “Your Honor. Sorry to interrupt.”


  Alex wheeled around to find Patrick Ducharme standing two feet behind them, listening to every single word. Her cheeks reddened; this was exactly the kind of behavior you didn’t put on public display when you were a judge. He’d probably go back into the police station and send out a mass email to the entire force: Guess what I just overheard.


  “Your daughter,” he said. “She forgot her sweatshirt.”


  Pink and hooded, it was folded neatly over his arm. He handed it to Josie. But then, instead of backing away, he put his hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Josie,” he said, meeting her gaze as if they were the only two people in this world. “We’re going to make this okay.”


  Alex expected Josie to snap at him, too, but instead Josie went calm under his touch. She nodded, as if she believed this for the first time since the shooting had occurred.


  Alex felt something rise inside her—relief, she realized, that her daughter had finally reached out for the slightest bit of hope. And regret, bitter as any almond, because she had not been the one to put the peace back into her daughter’s face.


  Josie wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her sweatshirt. “You all right?” Ducharme asked.


  “I guess.”


  “Good.” The detective nodded in Alex’s direction. “Judge.”


  “Thank you,” she murmured, as he turned and started back to the police station.


  Alex heard the slam of the car door as Josie slipped into the passenger seat, but she watched Patrick Ducharme until he disappeared from sight. I wish it had been me, Alex thought, and she deliberately kept herself from filling in the rest of that sentence.


  ***


  Like Peter, Derek Markowitz was a computer whiz. Like Peter, he hadn’t been blessed with muscles and height or, for that matter, any gifts of puberty. He had hair that stuck up in small tufts, as if it had been planted. He wore his shirt tucked into his pants at all times, and he had never been popular.


  Unlike Peter, he hadn’t gone to school one day and killed ten people.


  Selena sat at the Markowitzes’ kitchen table, while Dee Dee Markowitz watched her like a hawk. She was there to interview Derek in the hope that he could be a witness for the defense—but to be perfectly honest, the information Derek had given her so far made him a much better candidate for the prosecution.


  “What if it’s all my fault?” Derek was saying. “I mean, I’m the only one who was given a clue. If I’d been listening harder, maybe I could have stopped him. I could have told someone else. But instead, I figured he was joking around.”


  “I don’t think anyone would have done any differently in your situation,” Selena said gently, and she meant it. “The Peter you knew wasn’t the one who went to the school that day.”


  “Yeah,” Derek said, and he nodded to himself.


  “Are you about finished?” Dee Dee asked, stepping forward. “Derek’s got a violin lesson.”


  “Almost, Mrs. Markowitz. I just wanted to ask Derek about the Peter he did know. How’d you two meet?”


  “We were both on a soccer team together in sixth grade,” Derek said, “and we both sucked.”


  “Derek!”


  “Sorry, Mom, but it’s true.” He glanced up at Selena. “Then again, none of those jocks could write HTML code if their lives depended on it.”


  Selena smiled. “Yeah, well, count me in the ranks of the technologically impaired. So you two got to be friends while you were on the team?”


  “We hung out on the bench, because we were never put in to play,” Derek said. “But no, we weren’t really friends until after that, when he stopped hanging out with Josie.”


  Selena fumbled her pen. “Josie?”


  “Yeah, Josie Cormier. She goes to the school, too.”


  “And she’s Peter’s friend?”


  “She used to be, like, the only kid he ever hung around with,” Derek explained, “but then she became one of the cool kids, and she ditched him.” He looked at Selena. “Peter didn’t care, really. He said she’d turned into a bitch.”


  “Derek!”


  “Sorry, Mom,” he said. “But again, it’s true.”


  “Would you excuse me?” Selena asked.


  She walked out of the kitchen and into the bathroom, where she pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and dialed home. “It’s me,” she said when Jordan answered, and then she hesitated. “Why is it so quiet?”


  “Sam’s asleep.”


  “You didn’t pop in another Wiggles video just to get your discovery read, did you?”


  “Did you call specifically to accuse me of lousy parenting?”


  “No,” Selena said. “I called to tell you that Peter and Josie used to be best friends.”


  ***


  In maximum security, Peter was allowed only one real visitor a week, but certain people didn’t count. For example, your lawyer could come and see you as many times as necessary. And—here’s the crazy thing—so could reporters. All Peter had to do was sign a little release that said he was willingly making the choice to speak to the media, and Elena Battista was allowed to meet him.


  She was hot. Peter noticed that right away. Instead of wearing some shapeless oversized sweater, she had dressed in a tight blouse with buttons. If he leaned forward, he could even see cleavage.


  She had long, thick curly hair and doe-brown eyes, and Peter found it really hard to believe that she had ever been teased by anyone in high school. But she was sitting in front of him, that much was true, and she could barely look him in the eyes. “I can’t believe this,” she said, her toes coming right up to the red line that separated them. “I can’t believe I’m actually meeting you.”


  Peter pretended he heard this all the time. “Yeah,” he said. “It’s cool that you drove up here.”


  “Oh, God, that was the least I could do,” Elena said. Peter thought of stories he’d heard, of groupies who’d written to inmates and eventually married them in a prison ceremony. He thought of the correctional officer who’d brought Elena in, and wondered if he was telling everyone else that Peter Houghton had some hot girl visiting him.


  “You don’t mind if I take notes, do you?” Elena asked. “For my paper?”


  “That’s cool.”


  He watched her pull out a pencil and hold the cap in her mouth while she opened her notebook to a fresh page. “So, like I told you, I’m writing about the effects of bullying.”


  “How come?”


  “Well, there were times when I was in high school that I thought I’d rather just kill myself than go back to class the next day, because it would be easier. I figured if I was thinking it, there had to be other people thinking it, too... and that’s where I came up with the idea.” She leaned forward—cleavage alert—and met Peter’s eyes. “I’m hoping I can get it published in a psychology journal or something.”


  “That would be cool.” He winced; God, how many times was he going to use the word cool? He probably sounded like a total retard.


  “So, maybe you could start by telling me how often it used to happen. The bullying, I mean.”


  “Every day, I guess.”


  “What sorts of things did they do?”


  “The usual,” Peter said. “Stuffing me into a locker, throwing my books out the bus window.” He gave her a litany he’d already given Jordan a thousand times: memories of being elbowed on his way up a staircase, moments where his glasses were ripped off and crushed, slurs pitched like fastballs.


  Elena’s eyes melted. “That must have been so hard for you.”


  Peter didn’t know what to say. He wanted her to stay interested in his story, but not if it meant that she thought he was a total wimp. He shrugged, hoping that was a good enough response.


  She stopped writing. “Peter, can I ask you something?”


  “Sure.”


  “Even if it’s kind of off topic?”


  Peter nodded.


  “Did you plan to kill them?”


  She was leaning forward again, her lips parted, as if whatever Peter was about to say was some wafer, a communion host that she’d been waiting for her whole life. Peter could hear the footsteps of a guard walking past the doorway behind him, could practically taste Elena’s breath through the receiver. He wanted to give her the right answer—sound dangerous enough for her to be intrigued, to want to come back.


  He smiled, in a way that he hoped was sort of seductive. “Let’s just say it needed to stop,” Peter answered.


  ***


  The magazines in Jordan’s dentist’s office had the shelf life of plutonium. They were so old that the celebrity bride on the cover now had two babies named for biblical characters, or pieces of fruit; that the president listed as Man of the Year had already left office. To that end, when he stumbled upon the latest issue of Time while awaiting his appointment for a filling, Jordan felt like he’d hit the mother lode.


  HIGH SCHOOL: THE NEWEST FRONT LINE FOR BATTLE? the cover read, and there was a still image of Sterling High from a chopper, kids still streaming out of all the building’s orifices. He absently leafed toward the article and its subsections, not expecting to see anything he didn’t already know or hadn’t already seen in the papers, but one piece caught his eye. “Inside the Mind of a Killer,” he read, and he saw the much-used school picture of Peter from his eighth-grade yearbook.


  Then he started to read.


  “Goddamn,” he said, and he got to his feet, starting for the door.


  “Mr. McAfee,” the secretary said, “the dentist is ready for you.”


  “I’ll have to reschedule—”


  “Well, you can’t take our magazine...”


  “Add it to my bill,” Jordan snapped, and he hurried downstairs to his car. His cell phone rang just as he turned the key in the ignition—he completely expected it to be Diana Leven, gloating over her good fortune—but instead, it was Selena.


  “Hey, are you done at the dentist? I need you to swing by CVS and grab some diapers on the way home. I ran out.”


  “I’m not coming home. I’ve got bigger problems right now.”


  “Honey,” Selena said, “there are no bigger problems.”


  “I’ll explain later,” Jordan said, and he turned off his phone, so that even if Diana called, she wouldn’t be able to reach him.


  He got to the jail in twenty-six minutes—a personal record—and stormed into the entryway. There, he plastered the magazine up to the plastic that separated him from the CO who was signing him in. “I need to bring this in when I see my client,” Jordan said.


  “Well, I’m sorry,” the officer said, “but you can’t take in anything that’s got staples.”


  Frustrated, Jordan balanced the magazine against his leg and ripped out the binding staples. “Fine. Can I see my client now?”


  He was brought to the same conference room he always used at the jail, and he paced while he waited for Peter to arrive. When he did, Jordan slammed the magazine down on the table, open to the article. “What the fuck were you thinking?”


  Peter’s mouth dropped open. “She... she never mentioned that she wrote for Time!” He scanned the pages. “I can’t believe it,” he murmured.


  Jordan could feel all the blood in his body rushing to his head. Surely, this was how people had strokes. “Do you have any idea how serious the charges against you are? How awful your case is? How much evidence there is against you?” He smacked an open hand on the article. “Do you really think that this makes you look at all sympathetic?”


  Peter scowled. “Well, thanks for the lecture. Maybe if you’d been here to deliver it a few weeks ago we wouldn’t be having this discussion at all.”


  “Oh, that’s priceless,” Jordan said. “I don’t come by often enough, so you decide to get back at me by talking to the media?”


  “She wasn’t the media. She was my friend.”


  “Guess what,” Jordan said. “You don’t get to have any friends.”


  “So what else is new?” Peter shot back.


  Jordan opened his mouth to yell at Peter again, but couldn’t. The truth of the statement struck him, as he remembered Selena’s interview earlier this week with Derek Markowitz. Peter’s buddies deserted him, or betrayed him, or spilled his secrets for a circulation of millions.


  If he really wanted to do his job right, he couldn’t just be an attorney to Peter. He had to be his confidant, and to date, all he’d done was string the kid along, just like everyone else in his life.


  Jordan sat down next to Peter. “Look,” he said quietly. “You can’t do anything like this again. If anyone contacts you at all, for any reason, you need to tell me. And in return, I’ll come to see you more often than I have been. Okay?”


  Peter shrugged his agreement. For a long moment they both sat beside each other, silent, unsure of what came next.


  “So now what?” Peter asked. “Do I have to talk about Joey again? Or prep for that psychiatric interview?”


  Jordan hesitated. The only reason he’d come to see Peter was to tear into him for talking to a reporter; if not for that, he wouldn’t have come to the jail at all. And he supposed he could ask Peter to recount his childhood or his school history or his feelings about being bullied, but somehow, that didn’t seem right either. “Actually, I need some advice,” he said. “My wife got me this computer game last Christmas, Agents of Stealth? The thing is, I can’t make it past the first level without getting wiped out.”


  Peter glanced at him sideways. “Well, are you registering as a Droid or a Regal?”


  Who the hell knew? He hadn’t taken the CD out of its box. “A Droid.”


  “That’s your first mistake. See, you can’t enlist in the Pyrhphorus Legion—you need to get appointed to serve. The way to do that is by starting off in the Educationary instead of the Mines. Understand?”


  Jordan glanced down at the article, still spread on the table. His case had just grown immeasurably more difficult, but maybe that was offset by the fact that his relationship with his client had gotten easier. “Yeah,” Jordan said. “I’m starting to.”


  ***


  “You’re not going to like this,” Eleanor said, handing a document to Alex.


  “Why not?”


  “It’s a motion to recuse yourself from the Houghton case. The prosecution strongly requests a hearing.”


  A hearing meant that press would be present, the victims would be present, the families would be present. It meant that Alex would be under public scrutiny before this case could go any further. “Well, she’s not getting one,” Alex said dismissively.


  The clerk hesitated. “I’d think twice about that.”


  Alex met her eyes. “You can leave now.”


  She waited for Eleanor to close the door behind herself, and then she closed her eyes. She didn’t know what to do. It was true that she’d been more rattled during the arraignment than she’d anticipated. It was true, too, that the distance between herself and Josie could be measured by the very parameters of her role as judge. Yet because Alex had steadfastly assumed that she was infallible—because she’d been so sure that she could be a fair justice on this case—she’d gotten herself into a catch-22. It was one thing to recuse yourself before the proceedings started. But if she backed out now, it would make her seem flighty (at best) or inept (at worst). Neither one of those was an adjective she wanted associated with her judicial career.


  If she didn’t give Diana Leven the hearing she was requesting, it would look like Alex was hiding. Better to let them voice their positions and be a big girl. Alex pushed a button on her phone. “Eleanor,” she said, “schedule it.”


  She speared her fingers through her hair and then smoothed it down again. What she needed was a cigarette. She rummaged in her desk drawers but turned up only an empty pack of Merits. “Shoot,” she muttered, and then remembered her emergency pack, hidden in the trunk of her car. Grabbing her keys, Alex stood up and left chambers, hurrying down the back staircase to the parking lot.


  She threw open the fire door and heard the sickening crunch as it hit flesh. “Oh my gosh,” she cried, reaching for the man who’d doubled over in pain. “Are you all right?”


  Patrick Ducharme straightened, wincing. “Your Honor,” he said. “I’ve got to stop running into you. Literally.”


  She frowned. “You shouldn’t have been standing next to a fire door.”


  “You shouldn’t have been flinging it open. So where is it today?” Patrick asked.


  “Where’s what?”


  “The fire?” He nodded at another cop, walking to a cruiser parked in the lot.


  Alex took a step backward and folded her arms. “I believe we already had a conversation about, well, conversation.”


  “First of all, we’re not talking about the case, unless there’s some metaphorical thing going on that I don’t know about. Second of all, your position on this case seems to be in doubt, at least if you believe the editorial in the Sterling News today.”


  “There’s an editorial about me today?” Alex said, stunned. “What does it say?”


  “Well, I’d tell you, but that would be talking about the case, wouldn’t it?” He grinned and started to walk off.


  “Hang on,” Alex said, calling after the detective. When he turned, she glanced around to make sure that they were alone in the parking lot. “Can I ask you something? Off the record?”


  He nodded slowly.


  “Did Josie seem... I don’t know... all right to you, when you talked to her the other day?”


  The detective leaned against the brick wall of the court building. “You certainly know her better than I do.”


  “Well... sure,” Alex said. “I just thought she might say something to you—as a stranger—that she wasn’t willing to say to me.” She looked down at the ground between them. “Sometimes it’s easier that way.”


  She could feel Patrick’s eyes on her, but she couldn’t quite muster the courage to meet them. “Can I tell you something? Off the record?”


  Alex nodded.


  “Before I took this job, I used to work in Maine. And I had a case that wasn’t just a case, if you know what I mean.”


  Alex did. She found herself listening in his voice for a note she hadn’t heard before—a low one that resonated with anguish, like a tuning fork that never stopped its vibration. “There was a woman there who meant everything to me, and she had a little boy who meant everything to her. And when he was hurt, in a way a kid never should be, I moved heaven and earth to work that case, because I thought no one could possibly do a better job than I could. No one could possibly care more about the outcome.” He looked directly at Alex. “I was so sure I could separate how I felt about what had happened from how I had to do my job.”


  Alex swallowed, dry as dust. “And did you?”


  “No. Because when you love someone, no matter what you tell yourself, it stops being a job.”


  “What does it become?”


  Patrick thought for a moment. “Revenge.”


  ***


  One morning, when Lewis had told Lacy he was headed to visit Peter at the jail, she got in her car and followed him. In the days since Peter had confessed that his father didn’t come to see him, through the arraignment and afterward, Lacy had kept this secret hidden. She spoke less and less to Lewis, because she feared that once she opened her mouth, it would escape like a hurricane.


  Lacy was careful to keep one car between hers and Lewis’s. It made her think of a lifetime ago, when they had been dating, and she would follow Lewis to his apartment or he would follow her. They’d play games with each other, waving the rear windshield wiper like a dog wags its tail, flashing headlights in Morse code.


  He drove north, as if he was going to the jail, and for a moment Lacy had a crisis of doubt: would Peter have lied to her, for some reason? She didn’t think so. But then again, she hadn’t thought Lewis would, either.


  It started to rain just as they reached the green in Lyme Center. Lewis signaled and turned into a small parking lot with a bank, an artist’s studio, a flower shop. She couldn’t pull in behind him—he’d recognize her car right away—so instead she drove into the lot of the hardware store next door and parked behind the building.


  Maybe he needs the ATM, Lacy thought, but she got out of her car and hid behind the oil tanks to watch Lewis enter a floral shop, and leave five minutes later with a bouquet of pink roses.


  All the breath left her body. Was he having an affair? She had never considered the possibility that things could get even worse, that their small family unit could fracture further.


  Lacy stumbled into her car and managed to follow Lewis. It was true, she had been obsessed with Peter’s trial. And maybe she had been guilty of not listening to Lewis when he needed to talk, because nothing he had to say about economics seminars or publications or current events really seemed to matter anymore, not when her son was sitting in jail. But Lewis? She’d always imagined herself as the free spirit in their union; she’d seen him as the anchor. Security was a mirage; being tied down hardly counted when the other end of the rope had unraveled.


  She wiped her eyes on her sleeve. Lewis would tell her, of course, that it was only sex, not love. That it didn’t mean anything. He would say that there were all sorts of ways that people dealt with grief, with a hole in the heart.


  Lewis put on his blinker again and turned right—this time, into a cemetery.


  A slow burn started inside Lacy’s chest. Well, this was just sick. Was this where he met her?


  Lewis got out of the car, carrying his roses but no umbrella. The rain was coming down harder now, but Lacy was intent on seeing this through to the end. She stayed just far enough behind, following him to a newer section of the cemetery, the one with the freshest graves. There weren’t even headstones yet; the plots looked like a patchwork: brown earth against the green of the clipped lawn.


  At the first grave, Lewis knelt and placed a rose on the soil. Then he moved to another one, doing the same. And another, and another, until his hair was dripping into his face; until his shirt was soaked through; until he’d left behind ten flowers.


  Lacy came up behind him as he was placing the last rose. “I know you’re there,” he said, although he didn’t turn around.


  She could barely speak: the understanding that Lewis was not, in fact, cheating on her had been tempered by the knowledge of what he was actually spending his time doing these days. She couldn’t tell if she was crying anymore, or if the sky was doing it for her. “How dare you come here,” she accused, “and not visit your own son?”


  He lifted his face to hers. “Do you know what chaos theory is?”


  “I don’t give a fuck about chaos theory, Lewis. I care about Peter. Which is more than I can say for—”


  “There’s this belief,” he interrupted, “that you can explain only the last moment in time, linearly... but that everything leading up to it might have come from any series of events. So, you know, a kid skips a stone at the beach, and somewhere across the planet, a tsunami happens.” Lewis stood up, his hands in his pockets. “I took him hunting, Lacy. I told him to stick with the sport, even if he didn’t like it. I said a thousand things. What if one of them was what made Peter do this?”


  He doubled over, sobbing. As Lacy reached for him, the rain drummed over her shoulders and back.


  “We did the best we could,” Lacy said.


  “It wasn’t good enough.” Lewis jerked his head in the direction of the graves. “Look at this. Look at this.”


  Lacy did. Through the driving downpour, with her hair and clothes plastered to her, she took stock of the graveyard and saw the faces of the children who would still be alive, if her own son had never been born.


  Lacy put her hand over her abdomen. The pain cut her in half, like a magician’s trick, except she knew she would never really be put back together.


  One of her sons had been doing drugs. The other was a murderer. Had she and Lewis been the wrong parents for the boys they’d had? Or should they never have been parents at all?


  Children didn’t make their own mistakes. They plunged into the pits they’d been led to by their parents. She and Lewis had truly believed they were headed the right way, but maybe they should have stopped to ask for directions. Maybe then they would never have had to watch Joey—and then Peter—take that one tragic step and free-fall.


  Lacy remembered holding Joey’s grades up against Peter’s; telling Peter that maybe he should try out for soccer, because Joey had enjoyed it so much. Acceptance started at home, but so did intolerance. By the time Peter had been excluded at school, Lacy realized, he was used to feeling like an outcast in his own family.


  Lacy squeezed her eyes shut. For the rest of her life, she’d be known as Peter Houghton’s mother. At one point, that would have thrilled her—but you had to be careful what you wished for. Taking credit for what a child did well also meant accepting responsibility for what they did wrong. And to Lacy, that meant that instead of making reparations to these victims, she and Lewis needed to start closer to home—with Peter.


  “He needs us,” Lacy said. “More than ever.”


  Lewis shook his head. “I can’t go to see Peter.”


  She drew away. “Why?”


  “Because I still think, every day, of the drunk who crashed into Joey’s car. I think of how much I wished he’d died instead of Joey; how he deserved to die. The parents of every one of these kids is thinking the same thing about Peter,” Lewis said. “And Lacy... I don’t blame a single one of them.”


  Lacy stepped back, shivering. Lewis wadded up the paper cone that had held the flowers and stuffed it into his pocket. The rain fell between them like a curtain, making it impossible for them to see each other clearly.


  ***


  Jordan waited at a pizza place near the jail for King Wah to arrive after his psychiatric interview with Peter. He was ten minutes late, and Jordan wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.


  King blew through the door on a gust of wind, his raincoat billowing out behind him. He slid into the booth where Jordan was sitting and picked up a slice of pizza on Jordan’s plate. “You can do this,” he pronounced, and he took a bite. “Psychologically, there isn’t a significant difference between the treatment of a victim of bullying over time and the treatment of an adult female in battered woman syndrome. The bottom line for both is post-traumatic stress disorder.” He put the crust back on Jordan’s plate. “You know what Peter told me?”


  Jordan thought about his client for a moment. “That it sucks being in jail?”


  “Well, they all say that. He told me that he would rather have died than spend another day thinking about what could happen to him at school. Who does that sound like?”


  “Katie Riccobono,” Jordan said. “After she decided to give her husband a triple bypass with a steak knife.”


  “Katie Riccobono,” King corrected, “poster child for battered woman syndrome.”


  “So Peter becomes the first example of bullied victim syndrome,” Jordan said. “Be honest with me, King. You think a jury is going to identify with a syndrome that doesn’t even really exist?”


  “A jury’s not made up of battered women, but they’ve been known to acquit them before. On the other hand, every single member of that jury will have been through high school.” He reached for Jordan’s Coke and took a sip. “Did you know that a single incident of bullying in childhood can be as traumatic to a person, over time, as a single incident of sexual abuse?”


  “You gotta be kidding me.”


  “Think about it. The common denominator is being humiliated. What’s the strongest memory you have from high school?”


  Jordan had to think for a moment before any memory of high school even clouded its way into his mind, much less a salient one. Then he started to grin. “I was in Phys. Ed., and doing a fitness test. Part of it involved climbing a rope that was hung from the ceiling. In high school, I didn’t have quite the massive physique I have now—”


  King snorted. “Naturally.”


  “—so I was already worried about not making it to the top. As it turned out, that wasn’t a problem. It was coming back down, because climbing up with the rope between my legs, I got a massive boner.”


  “There you go,” King said. “Ask ten people, and half of them won’t even be able to remember something concrete from high school—they’ve blocked it out. The other half will recall an incredibly painful or embarrassing moment. They stick like glue.”


  “That is incredibly depressing,” Jordan pointed out.


  “Well, most of us grow up and realize that in the grand scheme of life, these incidents are a tiny part of the puzzle.”


  “And the ones who don’t?”


  King glanced at Jordan. “They turn out like Peter.”


  ***


  The reason Alex was in Josie’s closet in the first place was because Josie had borrowed her black skirt and never returned it, and Alex needed it tonight. She was meeting someone for dinner—Whit Hobart—her former boss, who’d retired from the public defender’s office. After today’s hearing, where the prosecution had made its motion to have her recused, she needed some advice.


  She’d found the skirt, but she’d also found a trove of treasures. Alex sat on the floor with a box open in her lap. The fringe of Josie’s old jazz costume, from lessons she’d taken when she was six or seven, fell into her palm like a whisper. The silk was cool to the touch. It was puddled on top of a faux fur tiger costume that Josie had worn one Halloween and kept for dress-up—Alex’s first and last foray into sewing. Halfway through, she’d given up and soldered the fabric together with a hot glue gun. Alex had planned to take Josie trick-or-treating that year, but she’d been a public defender at the time, and one of her clients had been arrested again. Josie had gone out with the neighbor and her children; and that night, when Alex finally got home, Josie had spilled her pillowcase of candy on the bed. You can take half, Josie told her, because you missed all the fun.


  She thumbed through the atlas Josie had made in first grade, coloring every continent and then laminating the pages; she read her report cards. She found a hair elastic and looped it around her wrist. At the bottom of the box was a note, written in the loopy script of a little girl: Deer Mom I love you a lot XOXO.


  Alex let her fingers trace the letters. She wondered why Josie still had this in her possession; why it had never been given to its addressee. Had Josie been waiting, and forgotten? Had she been angry at Alex for something and decided not to give it at all?


  Alex stood, then carefully put the box back where she’d found it. She folded the black skirt over her arm and headed toward her own bedroom. Most parents, she knew, went through their child’s things in search of condoms and baggies of pot, to try to catch them in the act. For Alex, it was different. For Alex, going through Josie’s possessions was a way of holding on to everything she’d missed.


  ***


  The sad truth about being single was that Patrick couldn’t justify going to all the bother to cook for himself. He ate most of his meals standing over the sink, so what was the point of making a mess with dozens of pots and pans and fresh ingredients? It wasn’t as if he was going to turn to himself and say, Patrick, great recipe, where’d you find it?


  He had it down to a science, really. Monday was pizza night. Tuesday, Subway. Wednesday was Chinese; Thursday, soup; and Friday, he got a burger at the bar where he usually grabbed a beer before heading home. Weekends were for leftovers, and there were always plenty. Sometimes, it got downright lonely ordering (was there any sadder phrase in the English language than Pupu platter for one?), but for the most part, his routine had netted him a collection of friends. Sal at the pizza place gave him garlic knots for free, because he was a regular. The Subway guy, whose name Patrick didn’t know, would point at him and grin. “Hearty-Italian-turkey-cheese-mayo-olives-extra-pickles-salt-and-pepper,” he’d call out, the verbal equivalent of their secret handshake.


  This being a Wednesday, he was at the Golden Dragon, waiting for his take-out order to be filled. He watched May ferry it into the kitchen (where on earth did someone buy a wok that big, he always wondered) and turned his attention to the television over the bar, where the Sox game was just beginning. A woman was sitting alone, tearing a fringe around the edge of a cocktail napkin as she waited for the bartender to bring her her drink.


  She had her back to him, but Patrick was a detective, and there were certain things he could figure out just from this side of her. Like the fact that she had a great ass, for one, and that her hair needed to be taken out of that librarian’s bun so that it could wave around her shoulders. He watched the bartender (a Korean named Spike, which always struck Patrick as funny after the first Tsingtao) opening up a bottle of pinot noir, and he filed away this information, too: she was classy. Nothing with a little paper umbrella in it, not for her.


  He sidled up behind the woman and handed Spike a twenty. “My treat,” Patrick said.


  She turned, and for a fraction of a second, Patrick stood rooted to the spot, wondering how this mystery woman could possibly have Judge Cormier’s face.


  It reminded Patrick of being in high school and seeing a friend’s mom from a distance across a parking lot and automatically checking her out as a Potential Hot Babe until he realized who it actually was. The judge plucked the twenty-dollar bill out of Spike’s hand and gave it back to Patrick. “You can’t buy me a drink,” she said, and she pulled some cash out of her pocketbook and handed it to the bartender.


  Patrick sat down on the stool beside her. “Well, then,” he said. “You can buy me one.”


  “I don’t think so.” She glanced around the restaurant. “I really don’t think we ought to be seen talking.”


  “The only witnesses are the koi in the pond by the cash register. I think you’re safe,” Patrick said. “Besides, we’re just talking. We’re not talking about the case. You do still remember how to make conversation outside a courtroom, don’t you?”


  She picked up her glass of wine. “What are you doing here, anyway?”


  Patrick lowered his voice. “I’m running a drug bust on the Chinese mafia. They import raw opium in the sugar packets.”


  Her eyes widened. “Honestly?”


  “No. And would I tell you if it were true?” He smiled. “I’m just waiting for my take-out order. What about you?”


  “I’m waiting for someone.”


  He didn’t realize, until she’d said it, that he’d been enjoying her company. He got a kick out of flustering her, which, truthfully, wasn’t really all that hard. Judge Cormier reminded him of the Great and Powerful Oz: all bluster and bells and whistles, but when you pulled back the curtain, she was just an ordinary woman.


  Who happened to have a great ass.


  He felt heat rise to his face. “Happy family,” Patrick said.


  “Excuse me?”


  “That’s what I ordered. I was just trying to help you out with that casual conversation thing again.”


  “You only got one dish? No one goes to a Chinese restaurant and only gets one dish.”


  “Well, not all of us have growing kids at home.”


  She traced the lip of her wineglass with one finger. “You don’t have any?”


  “Never married.”


  “Why not?”


  Patrick shook his head, smiling faintly. “I’m not getting into that.”


  “Boy,” the judge said. “She must have done a job on you.”


  His jaw dropped open. Was he really that easy to read?


  “Guess you haven’t cornered the market on those amazing detective skills,” she said, laughing. “Except we call it women’s intuition.”


  “Yeah, that’ll get you your gold shield in no time.” He glanced at her ringless hand. “Why aren’t you married?”


  The judge repeated his own answer. “I’m not getting into that.”


  She sipped her wine in silence for a moment, and Patrick tapped his fingers on the wood of the bar. “She was already married,” he admitted.


  The judge set her glass down, empty. “So was he,” she confessed, and when Patrick turned to her, she looked him right in the eye.


  Hers were the pale gray that made you think of nightfall and silver bullets and the edge of winter. The color that filled the sky before it was torn in half by lightning.


  Patrick had never noticed this before, and suddenly he realized why. “You’re not wearing glasses.”


  “I sure am glad to know Sterling’s got someone as sharp as you protecting and serving them.”


  “You usually wear glasses.”


  “Only when I’m working. I need them to read.”


  And when I usually see you, you’re working.


  That was why he hadn’t noticed before that Alex Cormier was attractive: before this, when they crossed paths, she was in full buttoned-up judge mode. She had not been curled over the bar like a hothouse flower. She had not been quite so... human.


  “Alex!” The voice came from behind them. The man was spiffy, in a good suit and wingtips, with just enough gray hair at his temples to look distinguished. He had lawyer written all over him. He was no doubt rich and divorced; the kind of guy who would sit up at night and talk about penal code before making love; the kind of guy who slept on his side of the bed instead of with his arms wrapped so tight around her that even after falling asleep, they stayed tangled.


  Jesus Christ, Patrick thought, looking down at the ground. Where did that come from?


  What did he care who Alex Cormier dated, even if the guy was practically old enough to be her father?


  “Whit,” she said, “I’m so glad you could come.” She kissed him on the cheek and then, still holding his hand, turned to Patrick. “Whit, this is Detective Patrick Ducharme. Patrick, Whit Hobart.”


  The man had a good handshake, which only pissed Patrick off even more. Patrick waited to see what else the judge was going to say about him by way of introduction. But then, what options did she have? Patrick wasn’t an old friend. He wasn’t someone she’d met sitting at the bar. She couldn’t even say that they were both involved with the Houghton trial, because in that case, he shouldn’t have been talking to her.


  Which, Patrick realized, is what she’d been trying to tell him all along.


  May appeared from the kitchen, holding a paper bag folded and neatly stapled. “Here you go, Pat,” she said. “We see you next week, okay?”


  He could feel the judge staring. “Happy family,” she said, offering a consolation prize, the smallest of smiles.


  “Nice seeing you, Your Honor,” Patrick said politely. He threw the door of the restaurant open so hard that it banged on its hinges against the outside wall. He was halfway to his car when he realized he wasn’t even really hungry anymore.


  ***


  The lead story on the local news at 11:00 p.m. was the hearing at the superior court to get Judge Cormier removed from the case. Jordan and Selena sat in bed in the dark, each with a bowl of cereal balanced on their stomachs, watching the tearful mother of a paraplegic girl cry into the television camera. “No one’s speaking for our children,” she said. “If this case gets messed up because of some legal snafu... well, they aren’t strong enough to go through it twice.”


  “Neither’s Peter,” Jordan pointed out.


  Selena put down her spoon. “Cormier’s gonna sit on that case if she has to crawl her way to the bench.”


  “Well, I can’t very well get someone to gilhooly her kneecaps, can I?”


  “Let’s look at the bright side,” Selena said. “Nothing in Josie’s statement can hurt Peter.”


  “My God, you’re right.” Jordan sat up so quickly that he sloshed milk onto the quilt. He set his bowl on the nightstand. “It’s brilliant.”


  “What is?”


  “Diana’s not calling Josie as a witness for the prosecution, because she’s got nothing they can use. But there’s nothing to stop me from calling her as a witness for the defense.”


  “Are you kidding? You’re going to put the judge’s daughter on your witness list?”


  “Why not? She used to be Peter’s friend. He’s got precious few of them. It’s all in good faith.”


  “You wouldn’t really—”


  “Nah, I’m sure I’ll never use her. But the prosecutor doesn’t need to know that.” He grinned at Diana. “And incidentally... neither does the judge.”


  Selena set her bowl aside, too. “If you put Josie on your witness list... Cormier has to step down.”


  “Exactly.”


  Selena reached forward, bracketing his face with her palms to plant a kiss on his lips. “You’re awfully good.”


  “What was that?”


  “You heard me the first time.”


  “I know,” Jordan grinned, “but I wouldn’t mind hearing it again.”


  The quilt slipped down as he wrapped his arms around her. “Greedy li’l thing, aren’t you,” Selena murmured.


  “Isn’t that what made you fall in love with me?”


  Selena laughed. “Well, it wasn’t your charm and grace, honey.”


  Jordan leaned over her, kissing Selena until—he hoped—she had forgotten she was in the throes of making fun of him. “Let’s have another baby,” he whispered.


  “I’m still nursing the first one!”


  “Then let’s practice having another one.”


  There was no one in the world quite like his wife, Jordan thought—statuesque and stunning, smarter than he was (not that he’d ever admit it to her face), and so perfectly attuned to him that he nearly had to concede his skepticism and believe that psychics truly did walk among us. He buried his face in the spot he loved best on Selena: the part where the nape of her neck ran into her shoulder, where her skin was the color of maple syrup and tasted even sweeter.


  “Jordan?” she said. “Do you ever worry about our kids? I mean... you know. Doing what you do... and seeing what we see?”


  He rolled onto his back. “Well,” he said. “That certainly killed the moment.”


  “I’m serious.”


  Jordan sighed. “Of course I think about it. I worry about Thomas. And Sam. And whoever else might come along.” He came up on an elbow so that he could find her eyes in the dark. “But then I figure that’s the reason we had them.”


  “How so?”


  He looked over Selena’s shoulder, to the blinking green eye of the baby monitor. “Maybe,” Jordan said, “they’re the ones who’ll change the world.”


  ***


  Whit hadn’t really made up Alex’s mind for her; that had already been done when she met him for dinner. But he’d been the salve she needed for her wounds, the justification she was afraid to give herself. You’ll get another big case, eventually, he had said. You won’t get back this moment with Josie.


  She walked into chambers briskly, mostly because she knew that this was the easy part. Divorcing herself from the case, writing the motion to recuse herself—that was not nearly as terrifying as what would happen tomorrow, when she was no longer the judge on the Houghton case.


  When, instead, she had to be a mother.


  Eleanor was nowhere to be found, but she’d left Alex the paperwork on her desk. She sat down and scanned it.


  Jordan McAfee, who yesterday hadn’t even opened his mouth at the hearing, was noticing up his intention to call Josie as a witness.


  She felt a fire spark in her belly. It was an emotion Alex didn’t even have words for—the animal instinct that came when you realized someone you love has been taken hostage.


  McAfee had committed the grievous sin of dragging Josie into this, and Alex’s mind spiraled wildly as she wondered what she could do to get him fired, or even disbarred. Come to think of it, she didn’t even really care if retribution came within the confines of the law or outside it. But suddenly, Alex stilled. It wasn’t Jordan McAfee she’d chase to the ends of the earth—it was Josie. She’d do anything to keep her daughter from being hurt again.


  Maybe she should thank Jordan McAfee for making her realize that she already had the raw material in her to be a good mother, after all.


  Alex sat down at her laptop and began to type. Her heart was hammering as she walked out to the clerk’s desk and handed the sheet of paper to Eleanor; but that was normal, wasn’t it, when you were about to leap off a cliff?


  “You need to call Judge Wagner,” Alex said.


  ***


  It wasn’t Patrick who needed the search warrant. But when he heard another officer talking about swinging by the courthouse, he interceded. “I’m headed out that way,” he’d said. “I’ll do it for you.”


  In truth, he hadn’t been heading toward the courthouse, at least not until he’d volunteered. And he wasn’t such a Samaritan that he’d drive forty miles out of the goodness of his heart. Patrick wanted to go there for one reason only: it was another excuse to see Alex Cormier.


  He pulled into an empty spot and got out of his car, immediately spotting her Honda. This was a good thing; for all he knew, she might not even have been in court today. But then he did a double take as he realized that someone was in the car... and that that someone was the judge.


  She wasn’t moving, just staring out the windshield. The wipers were on, but it wasn’t raining. It looked like she didn’t even realize she was crying.


  He felt that same uneasy sway in the pit of his stomach that usually came when he’d reached a crime scene and saw a victim’s tears. I’m too late, he thought. Again.


  Patrick approached the car, but the judge must not have seen him coming. When he knocked on the window, she jumped a foot and hurriedly wiped her eyes. He mimed for her to roll down the window. “Everything okay?” he asked.


  “I’m fine.”


  “You don’t look fine.”


  “Then stop looking,” she snapped.


  He hooked his fingers over the curl of the car door. “Listen. You want to go somewhere and talk? I’ll buy you coffee.”


  The judge sighed. “You can’t buy me coffee.”


  “Well, we can still get some.” He stood up and walked around to the passenger door, opened it, slid into the seat beside her.


  “You’re on duty,” she pointed out.


  “I’m taking my lunch break.”


  “At ten in the morning?”


  He reached across the console to the keys, dangling in the ignition, and started the car. “Head out of the parking lot and take a left, all right?”


  “Or what?”


  “For God’s sake, don’t you know better than to argue with someone who’s wearing a Glock?”


  She looked at him for a long moment. “You couldn’t possibly be carjacking me,” the judge said, but she started driving, as he’d asked.


  “Remind me to arrest myself later,” Patrick said.


  ***


  Alex had been raised by her father to give everything her best shot, and apparently, that included falling off the deep end. Why not recuse herself from the biggest trial of her career, ask for administrative leave, and go out for coffee with the detective on the case all in one fell swoop?


  Then again, she told herself, if she hadn’t gone out with Patrick Ducharme, she would never have known that the Golden Dragon Chinese restaurant opened for business at 10:00 a.m.


  If she hadn’t gone out with him, she would have had to drive home and start her life over.


  Everyone at the restaurant seemed to know the detective and didn’t mind him going into the kitchen to get Alex her cup of coffee. “What you saw back there,” Alex said hesitantly. “You won’t...”


  “Tell anyone you were having a little breakdown in your car?”


  She looked down at the mug he set in front of her, not even really knowing how to respond. In her experience, the moment you showed you were weak in front of someone, they’d use it against you. “It’s hard to be a judge sometimes. People expect you to act like one, even when you’ve got the flu and feel like crawling up into a ball and dying, or cursing out the cashier who shortchanged you on purpose. There’s not a lot of room for mistakes.”


  “Your secret’s safe,” Patrick said. “I won’t tell anyone in the law enforcement community that you’ve actually got emotions.”


  Alex took a sip of the coffee, then looked up at him. “Sugar?”


  Patrick folded his arms on the bar and leaned toward her. “Darling?” At her expression, he started to laugh, and then handed her the bowl. “Honestly, it’s no big deal. We all have lousy days at work.”


  “Do you sit in your car and cry?”


  “Not recently, but I have been known to overturn evidence lockers during fits of frustration.” He poured milk into a creamer and set it down. “You know, it’s not mutually exclusive.”


  “What’s not?”


  “Being a judge and being human.”


  Alex added the milk to her mug. “Tell that to everyone who wants me to recuse myself.”


  “Isn’t this the part where you tell me we can’t talk about the case?”


  “Yes,” Alex said. “Except I’m not on the case anymore. As of noon, it’ll be public knowledge.”


  He sobered. “Is that why you were upset?”


  “No. I’d already made the decision to leave the case. But then I got word that Josie’s on the witness list for the defense.”


  “Why?” Patrick said. “She doesn’t remember anything. What could she possibly say?”


  “I don’t know.” Alex glanced up. “But what if it’s my fault? What if the lawyer only did that to get me off the case because I was too stubborn to recuse myself when the issue was first raised?” To her great shame, she realized she was starting to cry again, and she stared down at the bar in the hope that Patrick would not notice. “What if she has to get up in front of everyone in court and relive that whole day?” Patrick passed her a cocktail napkin, and she wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m not usually like this.”


  “Any mother whose daughter came that close to dying has a right to fall apart at the seams,” Patrick said. “Look. I’ve talked to Josie twice. I know her statement back and forth. It doesn’t matter if McAfee puts her on the stand—there’s nothing she can say that’s going to hurt her. The silver lining is that now you don’t have to worry about a conflict of interest. Josie needs a good mother right now more than she needs a good judge.”


  Alex smiled ruefully. “What a shame she’s stuck with me instead.”


  “Come on.”


  “It’s true. My whole life with Josie has been a series of disconnects.”


  “Well,” Patrick pointed out, “that presumes that at one point, you were connected.”


  “Neither of us remembers back that far. You’ve had better conversations with Josie than I have lately.” Alex stared into the mug of coffee. “Everything I say to Josie comes out wrong. She looks at me like I’m from another planet. Like I have no right to act like a concerned parent now because I wasn’t acting like one before it happened.”


  “Why weren’t you?”


  “I was working. Hard,” Alex said.


  “Lots of parents work hard—”


  “But I’m good at being a judge. And lousy at being a mother.” Alex covered her mouth with her hand, but it was too late to take back the truth, which coiled on the bar in front of her, poisonous. What had she been thinking, confessing that to someone when she could barely admit it to herself? She might as well have drawn a bull’s-eye on her Achilles’ heel.


  “Maybe you should try talking to Josie the way you talk to the people who come into your court, then,” Patrick suggested.


  “She hates it when I act like a lawyer. Besides, I hardly talk in court. Mostly, I listen.”


  “Well, Your Honor,” Patrick said. “That might work, too.”


  Once, when Josie had been a baby, Alex let her out of her sight long enough for Josie to climb up on a stool. From across the room, Alex watched in terror as Josie’s slight weight upset the balance. She couldn’t get there fast enough to keep Josie from falling; she didn’t want to yell out, because she was afraid that if she startled Josie, that would make her fall, too. So Alex had stood, waiting for an accident to happen.


  But instead, Josie managed to perch herself on the stool; to stand up on its little disc seat; to reach the light switch she’d been heading for all along. Alex watched her flick the lights on and off, watched her face split with a smile every time she realized that her actions could transform the world.


  “Since we’re not in court,” she said hesitantly, “I’d like it if you called me Alex.”


  Patrick smiled. “And I’d like it if you called me Your Majesty King Kamehameha.”


  Alex couldn’t help herself; she laughed.


  “But if that’s too hard to remember, Patrick would be fine.” He reached for the coffeepot and poured some into her mug. “Free refills,” he said.


  She watched him add sugar and cream, in the same quantities that she’d used for her first cup. He was a detective; his job was to notice details. But Alex thought that probably wasn’t what made him such a good cop. It was that he had the capacity to use force, like any other police officer—but instead, he’d trap you with kindness.


  That, Alex knew, was always more deadly.


  ***


  It wasn’t something he’d put on his résumé, but Jordan was especially gifted at cutting the rug to Wiggles songs. His personal favorite was “Hot Potato,” but the one that really got Sam jazzed up was “Fruit Salad.” While Selena was upstairs taking a hot bath, Jordan put on the DVD—she was opposed to bombarding Sam with media, and didn’t want him to be able to spell D-O-R-O-T-H-Y, as in Dinosaur, before he could even write his own name. Selena always wanted Jordan to be doing something else with the baby, like memorizing Shakespeare or solving differential equations—but Jordan was a big believer in letting the television do its job in turning one’s brain into porridge... at least long enough to get one good, silly tango session out of it.


  Babies were always just the right weight, so that when you finally put them down, you felt like something was missing. “Fruit salad... yummy yummy!” Jordan crooned, whirling around until Sam opened his mouth and let a peal of giggles ribbon out.


  The doorbell rang, and Jordan sashayed himself and his tiny partner through the entryway to answer it. Harmonizing—sort of—with Jeff, Murray, Greg, and Anthony in the background, Jordan opened the door. “Let’s make some fruit salad today,” he sang, and then he saw who was standing on his porch. “Judge Cormier!”


  “Sorry to interrupt.”


  He already knew that she’d recused herself from the case—that happy announcement had been passed down this afternoon. “No, that’s fine. Come on... in.” Jordan glanced back at the trail of toys that he and Sam had left in their wake (he had to clean those up before Selena came back downstairs, too). Kicking as many as he could behind the couch, he led the judge into his living room and switched off the DVD.


  “This must be your son.”


  “Yeah.” Jordan looked down at the baby, who was in the process of deciding whether or not to throw a fit now that the music had been turned off. “Sam.”


  She reached out, letting Sam curl his hand around her forefinger. Sam could charm the pants off Hitler, probably, but seeing him only seemed to make Judge Cormier more agitated. “Why did you put my daughter on your witness list?”


  Ah.


  “Because,” Jordan said, “Josie and Peter used to be friends, and I may need her as a character witness.”


  “They were friends ten years ago. Be honest. You did this to get me off the case.”


  Jordan hefted Sam higher on his hip. “Your Honor, with all due respect, I’m not going to allow anyone to try this case for me. Especially not a judge who isn’t even involved in it anymore.”


  He watched something flare behind her eyes. “Of course not,” she said tightly, and then she turned on her heel and walked out.


  ***


  Ask a random kid today if she wants to be popular and she’ll tell you no, even if the truth is that if she was in a desert dying of thirst and had the choice between a glass of water and instant popularity, she’d probably choose the latter.


  ***


  As soon as she heard the knock, Josie took her notebook and shoved it between the mattress and the box spring, which had to be the world’s lamest hiding spot.


  Her mother stepped inside the bedroom, and for a second, Josie couldn’t put her finger on what wasn’t quite right. Then she figured it out: it wasn’t dark out yet. Usually by the time her mother got home from court, it was dinnertime—but now it was only 3:45; Josie had barely gotten home from school.


  “I have to talk to you,” her mother said, sitting down beside her on the comforter. “I took myself off the case today.”


  Josie stared at her. In her whole life, she’d never known her mother to back down from any legal challenge; plus, hadn’t they just had a conversation about the fact that she wasn’t recusing herself?


  She felt that sick sinking that came when the teacher called on her and she hadn’t been paying attention. What had her mother found out that she hadn’t known days ago?


  “What happened?” Josie asked, and she hoped her mother wasn’t paying attention enough to hear the way her voice was jumping all over the place.


  “Well, that’s the other thing I need to talk to you about,” her mother said. “The defense put you on their witness list. They may ask you to go to court.”


  “What?” Josie cried, and for just one moment, everything stopped: her breath, her heart, her courage. “I can’t go to court, Mom,” she said. “Don’t make me. Please...”


  Her mother reached out for her, which was a good thing, because Josie was certain that at any second, she was going to simply vanish. Sublimation, she thought, the act of going from solid to vapor. And then she realized that this term was one she’d studied for the science test she’d never had because of everything else that had happened.


  “I’ve been talking to the detective, and I know you don’t remember anything. The only reason you’re even on that list is because you used to be friends with Peter a long, long time ago.”


  Josie drew back. “Do you swear that I won’t have to go to court?”


  Her mother hesitated. “Honey, I can’t—”


  “You have to!”


  “What if we go talk to the defense attorney?” her mother said.


  “What good would that do?”


  “Well, if he sees how upset this is making you, he might think twice about using you as a witness at all.”


  Josie lay down on her bed. For a few moments, her mother stroked her hair. Josie thought she heard her whisper I’m sorry, and then she got up and closed the door behind her.


  “Matt,” Josie whispered, as if he could hear her; as if he could answer.


  Matt. She drew in his name like oxygen and imagined it breaking into a thousand tiny pieces, funneling into her red blood cells, beating through her heart.


  ***


  Peter snapped a pencil in half and stuck the eraser end into his corn bread. “Happy birthday to me,” he sang under his breath. He didn’t finish the song; what was the point when you already knew where it was heading?


  “Hey, Houghton,” a correctional officer said, “we got a present for you.”


  Standing behind him was a kid not much older than Peter. He was rocking back and forth on the balls of his feet and he had snot running down his nose. The officer led him into the cell. “Make sure you share your cake,” the officer said.


  Peter sat down on the lower bunk, just to let this kid know exactly who was in charge. The boy stood with his arms crossed tight around the blanket he’d been given, staring down at the ground. He reached up and pushed his glasses up his nose, and that’s when Peter realized there was something, well, wrong with him. He had that glassy-eyed, gum-lipped look of a special-needs kid.


  Peter realized why they’d stuck the kid in his cell instead of anyone else’s: they figured Peter would be least likely to fuck with him.


  He felt his hands ball into fists. “Hey, you,” Peter said.


  The boy swiveled his head toward Peter. “I have a dog,” he said. “Do you have a dog?”


  Peter pictured the correctional officers watching this comedy through their little video hookups, expecting Peter to put up with this shit.


  Expecting something of him, period.


  He reached forward and plucked the glasses off the kid’s nose. They were Coke-bottle-thick, with black plastic frames. The boy started to shriek, grabbing at his own face. His scream sounded like an air horn.


  Peter put the glasses down on the floor and stomped on them, but in his rubber flip-flops that didn’t do much damage. So he picked them up and smashed them into the bars of the cell until the glass shattered.


  By then the officers had arrived to pull Peter away from the kid, not that he was touching him anyway. They handcuffed him as the other inmates cheered him on. He was dragged down the hall to the superintendent’s office.


  He sat hunched in a chair, with a guard watching him breathe, until the superintendent came in. “What was that all about, Peter?”


  “It’s my birthday,” Peter said. “I just wanted to be alone for it.”


  The funny thing, he realized, was that before the shooting, he’d believed that the best thing in the world was being left alone, so nobody could tell him he didn’t fit in. But as it turned out—not that he was about to tell the superintendent this—he didn’t much like himself, either.


  The superintendent started to talk about disciplinary action; how this could affect him in the event of a conviction, what few privileges were left to be taken away. Peter deliberately tuned him out.


  He thought instead of how angry the rest of the pod would be when this incident cost them television for a week.


  He thought of Jordan’s bullied victim syndrome and wondered if he believed it; if anyone would.


  He thought of how nobody who saw him in jail—not his mother, not his lawyer—ever said what they should: that Peter would be imprisoned forever, that he’d die in a cell that looked just like this one.


  He thought of how he would rather end his life with a bullet.


  He thought of how at night, you could hear the wings of bats beating in the cement corners of the jail, and screams. No one was stupid enough to cry.


  ***


  At 9:00 a.m. on Saturday, when Jordan opened the door, he was still wearing pajama bottoms. “You’ve got to be kidding,” he said.


  Judge Cormier pasted on a smile. “I’m really sorry we got off on the wrong foot,” she said. “But you know how it is when it’s your child who’s in trouble... you just can’t think straight.” She stood arm in arm with the mini-me standing beside her. Josie Cormier, Jordan thought, scrutinizing the girl who was shaking like an aspen leaf. She had chestnut hair that hit her shoulders, and blue eyes that wouldn’t meet his.


  “Josie is really scared,” the judge said. “I wondered if we could sit down for a minute... maybe you could put her at ease about being a witness. Hear whether or not what she knows will even help your case.”


  “Jordan? Who is it?”


  He turned around to find Selena standing in the entryway, holding on to Sam. She was wearing flannel pajamas, which might or might not have been one step more formal.


  “Judge Cormier was wondering if we could talk to Josie about her testimony,” he said pointedly, trying desperately to telegraph to Selena that he was in deep trouble—since they all knew, with the exception perhaps of Josie, that the only reason he’d noticed up his intent to use her was to get Cormier off the case.


  Jordan turned toward the judge again. “You see, I’m not really at that stage of planning yet.”


  “Surely you have some idea of what you’re after if you call her as a witness... or you wouldn’t have put her on the list,” Alex pointed out.


  “Why don’t you ring my secretary, and make an appointment—”


  “I was thinking of now,” Judge Cormier said. “Please. I’m not here as a judge. Just as a mother.”


  Selena stepped forward. “You come right on in,” she said, using her free arm to circle Josie’s shoulders. “You must be Josie, right? This here’s Sam.”


  Josie smiled shyly at the baby. “Hi, Sam.”


  “Baby, why don’t you get the judge some coffee or juice?”


  Jordan stared at his wife, wondering what the hell she was up to now. “Right. Why don’t you come on in?”


  Thankfully, the house looked nothing like it had the first time Cormier had showed up unannounced: there were no dishes in the sink; no papers cluttered the tables; toys were mysteriously missing. What could Jordan say—his wife was a neat freak. He pulled out one of the chairs at the kitchen table and offered it to Josie, then did the same for the judge. “How do you take your coffee?” he asked.


  “Oh, we’re fine,” she said. She reached under the table for her daughter’s hand.


  “Sam and I, we’re just going into the living room to play,” Selena said.


  “Why don’t you stay?” He gave her a measured glance, one that begged her not to leave him alone to be eviscerated.


  “You don’t need us distracting you,” Selena said, and she took the baby away.


  Jordan sat down heavily across from the Cormiers. He was good at thinking on his feet; surely he could suffer through this. “Well,” he said, “it really isn’t anything to be scared of at all. I was just going to ask you some basic questions about your friendship with Peter.”


  “We’re not friends,” Josie said.


  “Yes, I know that. But you used to be. I’m interested in the first time you met him.”


  Josie glanced at Alex. “Around nursery school, or maybe before.”


  “Okay. Did you play at your house? His?”


  “Both.”


  “Did you have other friends who used to hang out with you?”


  “Not really,” Josie said.


  Alex listened, but she couldn’t help tuning a lawyer’s ear to McAfee’s questions. He’s got nothing, she thought. This is nothing.


  “When did you two stop hanging around?”


  “Sixth grade,” Josie answered. “We just kind of started liking different things.”


  “Did you have any contact with Peter after that?”


  Josie shifted in her chair. “Only in the halls and stuff.”


  “You worked with him, too, right?”


  Josie looked at her mother again. “Not for very long.”


  Both mother and daughter stared at him, anticipatory—which was awfully funny, because Jordan was making this all up as he went. “What about the relationship between Matt and Peter?”


  “They didn’t have one,” Josie said, but her cheeks went pink.


  “Did Matt do anything to Peter that might have been upsetting?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Can you be more specific?”


  She shook her head, her lips pressed tightly together.


  “When was the last time you saw Matt and Peter together?”


  “I don’t remember,” Josie whispered.


  “Did they fight?”


  Tears clouded her eyes. “I don’t know.” She turned to her mother and then slowly sank her head down to the table, her face pressed into the curve of her own arm.


  “Honey, why don’t you go wait in the other room?” the judge said evenly.


  They both watched Josie sit down on a chair in the living room, wiping her eyes, hunching forward to watch the baby playing on the floor.


  “Look,” Judge Cormier sighed. “I’m off the case. I know that’s why you put her on the witness list, even if you’d never actually intended to call her. But I’m not questioning that right now. I’m talking to you parent to parent. If I give you an affidavit signed by Josie saying she doesn’t remember anything, would you think twice about putting her on the stand?”


  Jordan glanced into the living room. Selena had coaxed Josie onto the floor with her. She was pushing a toy plane toward Sam’s feet. When he burst out with the sheer belly laugh that only a baby has, Josie smiled the tiniest bit, too. Selena caught his gaze, raised her brows in a question.


  He’d gotten what he wanted: Cormier’s recusal. He could be generous enough to do this for her.


  “All right,” he told the judge. “Get me the affidavit.”


  ***


  “When they say to scald the milk,” Josie said, scrubbing another Brillo pad against the blackened bottom of the pot, “I don’t think they mean like this.”


  Her mother picked up a dish towel. “Well, how was I supposed to know?”


  “Maybe we should start with something easier than pudding,” Josie suggested.


  “Like?”


  She smiled. “Toast?”


  Now that her mother was home during the day, she was restless. To that end, she’d taken up cooking—which was a good idea only if you happened to work for the fire department and needed job security. Even when her mother followed the recipe, it didn’t turn out the way it was supposed to, and then inevitably Josie would press her for details and find out she’d used baking powder instead of baking soda, or whole wheat flour instead of cornmeal (We didn’t have any, she complained).


  At first, Josie had suggested nightly culinary classes out of self-preservation—she really didn’t know what to say when her mother plunked a charred brick of meatloaf down with the same dramatic reverence that might have been given to the Holy Grail. As it turned out, though, it was sort of fun. When her mother wasn’t acting like she knew it all (because she so totally didn’t, when it came to cooking), she actually was pretty amusing to hang out with. It was cool, too, for Josie to feel as if she had control over a situation—any situation, even if it happened to be making chocolate pudding, or scrubbing its final remains from the bottom of a saucepan.


  Tonight, they’d made pizza—which Josie had counted as a success, until her mother had tried to slide the pizza out of the oven and it had folded, halfway, on the coils inside, which meant they had to make grilled cheese as a default dinner. They had salad out of a bag—something her mother couldn’t screw up, Josie figured, even if she worked hard at it. But now, thanks to the pudding disaster, there wasn’t any dessert.


  “How did you get to be Julia Child, anyway?” her mother asked.


  “Julia Child’s dead.”


  “Nigella Lawson, then.”


  Josie shrugged and turned off the water; stripped off the yellow plastic gloves. “I kind of got sick of soup,” she said.


  “Didn’t I tell you not to turn on the oven when I wasn’t home?”


  “Yeah, but I didn’t listen to you.”


  Once, when Josie was in fifth grade, the students had had to build a bridge out of popsicle sticks. The idea was to craft a design that could withstand the most pressure. She could remember riding in the car across the Connecticut River, and studying the arches and struts and supports of the real bridges, trying her best to copy them. At the end of the unit, two engineers from the Army Corps came in with a machine specially designed to put weight and torque on each bridge, to see which child’s was the strongest.


  The parents were invited in for the testing. Josie’s mother had been in court, the only mother not present that day. Or so she’d remembered until now, when Josie realized that her mother had been there, for the last ten minutes. She might have missed Josie’s bridge test—during which the sticks splintered and groaned, and then burst apart in catastrophic failure—but she’d been there in time to help Josie pick up the pieces.


  The pot was sparkling, silver. The milk carton was half full. “We could start over,” Josie suggested.


  When there was no answer, Josie turned around. “I’d like that,” her mother answered quietly, but by that time, neither one of them was talking about cooking.


  There was a knock at the door, and that connection between them—evanescent as a butterfly that lands on your hand—broke. “Are you expecting someone?” Josie’s mother asked.


  She wasn’t, but she went to answer it anyway. When Josie opened the door, she found the detective who’d interviewed her standing there.


  Didn’t detectives show up at your door only when you were in serious trouble?


  Breathe, Josie, she told herself, and she noticed he was holding a bottle of wine just as her mother came out to see what was going on.


  “Oh,” her mother said. “Patrick.”


  Patrick?


  Josie turned and realized her mother was blushing.


  He held out the bottle of wine. “Since this seems to be a bone of contention between us...”


  “You know what?” Josie said, uncomfortable. “I’m just, um, going to go study.” She’d leave it to her mother to figure out how she was going to do that, since she’d finished her homework before dinner.


  She flew up the stairs, pounding extra hard with her feet so that she wouldn’t hear what her mother was saying. In her room, she turned the music on her CD player up to its loudest level, threw herself onto her bed, and stared up at the ceiling.


  Josie had a midnight curfew, not that she was using it at all now. But before, the bargain went like this: Matt would get Josie home by midnight; in return, Josie’s mother would disappear like smoke the moment they entered the house, retreating upstairs so that she and Matt could fool around in the living room. She had no idea what her mother’s rationale for this was—unless it was that it was safer for Josie to be doing this in her own living room than in a car or under the bleachers. She could remember how they’d come together in the dark, their bodies fusing and their silence measured. Realizing that at any moment her mom might come down for a drink of water or an aspirin only made it that much more exciting.


  At three or four in the morning, when her eyes were blurry and her chin rubbed raw by beard stubble, Josie would kiss Matt good night at the front door. She’d watch his taillights disappear like the glow of a dying cigarette. She’d tiptoe upstairs, past her mother’s bedroom, thinking: You don’t know me at all.


  ***


  “If I won’t let you buy me a drink,” Alex said, “then what makes you think I’d take a bottle of wine from you?”


  Patrick grinned. “I’m not giving it to you. I’m going to open it, and you might just choose to borrow some.”


  As he said this, he was walking into the house, as if he already knew the way. He stepped into the kitchen, sniffed twice—it still smelled of the ashes of pizza crust and incinerated milk—and began to randomly open and close drawers until he found a corkscrew.


  Alex folded her arms, not because she was cold, but because she could not remember feeling this light inside, as if her body housed a second solar system. She watched Patrick remove two wineglasses from a cabinet and pour.


  “To being a civilian,” he said, toasting.


  The wine was rich and full; like velvet; like autumn. Alex closed her eyes. She would have liked to hold on to this moment, drag it wider and fuller, until it covered up so many others that had come before.


  “So, how is it?” Patrick asked. “Being unemployed?”


  She thought for a moment. “I made a grilled cheese sandwich today without burning the pan.”


  “I hope you framed it.”


  “Nah, I left that to the prosecution.” She smiled at her own little inside joke, and then felt it dissolve on the tails of her thoughts as she imagined Diana Leven’s face. “Do you ever feel guilty?” Alex asked.


  “Why?”


  “Because for a half a second, you’ve almost forgotten everything that happened.”


  Patrick put down his wineglass. “Sometimes, when I’m going through the evidence and I see a fingerprint or a photo or a shoe that belonged to one of the kids who died, I take a little more time to look at it. It’s crazy, but it seems like someone ought to, so that they’re remembered an extra minute or two.” He looked up at her. “When someone dies, their lives aren’t the ones that stop at that moment, you know?”


  Alex lifted her glass of wine and drained it. “Tell me how you found her.”


  “Who?”


  “Josie. That day.”


  Patrick met her gaze, and Alex knew he was weighing her right to know what her daughter had experienced against his wish to save her from a truth that would cut her to the quick. “She was in the locker room,” he began quietly. “And I thought... I thought she was dead, too, because she was covered in blood, facedown next to Matt Royston. But then she moved and—” His voice broke. “It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.”


  “You know you’re a hero, don’t you?”


  Patrick shook his head. “I’m a coward. The only reason I ran into that building was because if I didn’t, I’d have nightmares for the rest of my life.”


  Alex shivered. “I have nightmares, and I wasn’t even there.”


  He took away her wineglass and studied her palm, as if he were going to read her the line of her life. “Maybe you should try not sleeping,” Patrick said.


  His skin smelled of evergreen and spearmint, this close. Alex could feel her heart pounding through the tips of her fingers. She imagined he could feel it, too.


  She didn’t know what was going to happen next—what was supposed to happen next—but it would be random, unpredictable, uncomfortable. She was getting ready to push away from him when Patrick’s hands anchored her in place. “Stop being such a judge, Alex,” he whispered, and he kissed her.


  When feeling came back, in a storm of color and force and sensation, the most you could do was hold on to the person beside you and hope you could weather it. Alex closed her eyes and expected the worst—but it wasn’t a bad thing; it was just a different thing. A messier one, a more complicated one. She hesitated, and then she kissed Patrick back, willing to concede that you might have to lose control before you could find what you’d been missing.


  The Month Before


  When you love someone, there’s a pattern to the way you come together. You might not even realize it, but your bodies are choreographed: a touch on the hip, a stroke of the hair. A staccato kiss, break away, a longer one, his hand slipping under your shirt. It’s a routine, but not in the boring sense of the word. It’s just the way you’ve learned to fit, and it’s why, when you’ve been with one guy for a long time, your teeth do not scrape together when you kiss; you do not bump noses or elbows.


  Matt and Josie had a pattern. When they started making out, he’d lean in and look at her as if he couldn’t possibly see any other part of the world. It was hypnotism, she realized, because after a while she sort of felt that way, too. Then he’d kiss her, so slowly that there was hardly pressure on her mouth, until she was the one pushing against him for more. He worked his way down her body, from mouth to neck, from neck to breasts, and then his fingers would do a search-and-rescue mission below the waistband of her jeans. The whole thing lasted about ten minutes, and then Matt would roll off her and take the condom out of his wallet so they could have sex.


  Not that Josie minded any of it. If she was going to be honest, she liked the pattern. It felt like a roller coaster—going up that hill, knowing what was coming next on track and knowing, too, that she couldn’t do anything to stop it.


  They were in her living room, in the dark, with the television on for background noise. Matt had already peeled off her clothes, and now he was leaning over her like a tidal wave, pulling down his boxers. He sprang free and settled between Josie’s legs.


  “Hey,” she said, as he tried to push into her. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”


  “Aw, Jo. Just once, I don’t want there to be anything between us.”


  His words could melt her just as surely as his kiss or his touch; she already knew that by now. She hated that rubbery smell that permeated the air the moment he ripped open the Trojan packet and stayed on his hands until they were finished. And God, did anything feel better than having Matt inside her? Josie shifted just a little, felt her body adjust to him, and her legs trembled.


  When Josie had gotten her period at thirteen, her mother had not given her the typical heart-to-heart mother/daughter chat. Instead, she handed Josie a book on probability and statistics. “Every time you have sex, you can get pregnant or you can not get pregnant,” her mother said. “That’s fifty-fifty. So don’t fool yourself into thinking that if you only do it once without protection, the odds are in your favor.”


  Josie pushed at Matt. “I don’t think we should do this,” she whispered.


  “Have sex?”


  “Have sex without... you know. Anything.”


  He was disappointed, Josie could tell by the way his face froze for just a moment. But he pulled out and fished for his wallet, found a condom. Josie took it out of his hand, tore open the package, helped him put it on. “One day,” she began, and then he kissed her, and Josie forgot what she was going to say.


  ***


  Lacy had started spreading corn on the lawn back in November to help the deer through the winter. There were plenty of locals who frowned upon artificially giving the deer a helping hand during the winter—mostly the same people whose gardens were wrecked by those surviving deer in the summer—but for Lacy, there was karma involved. As long as Lewis insisted on hunting, she was going to do what little she could to cancel out his actions.


  She put on her heavy boots—there was still enough snow on the ground to merit it, although it had gotten warm enough for the sap to start flowing, which meant that at least in theory, spring was coming. As soon as Lacy walked outside, she could smell the maple syrup refining in the neighbor’s sugar house, like candy crystals in the air. She carried the bucket of feed corn to the swing set in the backyard—a wooden structure that the boys had played on when they were small, and that Lewis had never quite gotten around to dismantling.


  “Hey, Mom.”


  Lacy turned to find Peter standing nearby, his hands dug deep into the pockets of his jeans. He was wearing a T-shirt and a down vest, and she imagined he had to be freezing. “Hi, sweetie,” she said. “What’s going on?”


  She could probably count on one hand the number of times Peter had come out of his room lately, much less outside. It was part of puberty, she knew, for adolescents to hole up in burrows and do whatever it was they did behind closed doors. In Peter’s case, it involved the computer. He was online constantly—not for web surfing as much as programming, and how could she fault that kind of passion?


  “Nothing. What are you doing?”


  “Same thing I’ve done all winter.”


  “Really?”


  She looked up at him. Against the beauty of the brisk outdoors, Peter seemed wildly out of place. His features were too delicate to match the craggy line of mountains in the backdrop behind him; his skin seemed nearly as white as the snow. He didn’t fit, and Lacy realized that most of the time when she saw Peter somewhere, she could make the same observation.


  “Here,” Lacy said, handing him the bucket. “Help.”


  Peter took the bucket and began to toss handfuls of corn on the ground. “Can I ask you something?”


  “Sure.”


  “Is it true that you were the one who asked out Dad?”


  Lacy grinned. “Well, if I hadn’t, I would have probably had to wait around forever. Your father is many things, but perceptive isn’t one of them.”


  She had met Lewis at a pro-choice rally. Although Lacy would be the first to tell you that there was no greater gift than having a baby, she was a realist—she’d sent home enough mothers who were too young or too poor or too overburdened to know that the odds of that child having a good life were slim. She had gone with a friend to a march at the statehouse in Concord and stood on the steps with a sisterhood of women who held up signs: I’M PRO-CHOICE AND I VOTE...AGAINST ABORTION? DON’T HAVE ONE. She had looked around the crowd that day and realized that there was one lone man—well-dressed in a suit and tie, right in the thick of the protesters. Lacy had been fascinated by him—as a protester, he was completely cast against type. Wow, Lacy had said, working her way toward him. What a day.


  Tell me about it.


  Have you ever been here before? Lacy had asked.


  My first time, Lewis said.


  Mine, too.


  They had gotten separated as a new influx of marchers came up the stone steps. A paper had blown off the stack that Lewis was carrying, but by the time Lacy could grab it, he’d been swallowed by the crowd. It was the cover page to something bigger; she knew by the staple holes at the top, and it had a title that nearly put her to sleep: “The allocation of public education resources in New Hampshire: a critical analysis.” But there was also an author’s name: Lewis Houghton, Sterling College Dept. of Economics.


  When she called to tell Lewis that she had his paper, he said that he didn’t need it. He could print out another copy. Yes, Lacy had said, but I have to bring this one back to you.


  Why?


  So you can explain it to me over dinner.


  It wasn’t until they’d gone out for sushi that Lacy learned the reason Lewis had been at the statehouse had nothing to do with attending a pro-choice rally, but only because he had a scheduled appointment with the governor.


  “But how did you tell him?” Peter asked. “That you liked him, you know, like that?”


  “As I recall, I grabbed him after our third date and kissed him. Then again, that may have been to shut him up because he was going on and on about free trade.” She glanced back over her shoulder, and suddenly the questions all made sense. “Peter,” she said, a smile breaking over her. “Is there someone you like?”


  Peter didn’t even have to answer—his face turned crimson.


  “Do I get to know her name?”


  “No,” Peter said emphatically.


  “Well, it doesn’t matter.” She looped her arm through Peter’s. “Gosh, I envy you. There’s nothing that compares to those first few months when all you can think of is each other. I mean, love in any form is pretty fabulous... but falling in love... well.”


  “It’s not like that,” Peter said. “I mean, it’s kind of one-sided.”


  “I bet she’s just as nervous as you are.”


  He grimaced. “Mom. She barely even registers my existence. I’m not... I don’t hang out with the kind of people she hangs out with.”


  Lacy looked at her son. “Well,” she said. “Then your first order of business is to change that.”


  “How?”


  “Find ways to connect with her. Maybe in places where you know her friends won’t be around. And try to show her the side of you that she doesn’t normally see.”


  “Like what?”


  “The inside.” Lacy tapped Peter’s chest. “If you tell her how you feel, I think you might be surprised at the reaction.”


  Peter ducked his head and kicked at a hummock of snow. Then he glanced up at her shyly. “Really?”


  Lacy nodded. “It worked for me.”


  “Okay,” Peter said. “Thanks.”


  She watched him trudge back up the hill to the house, and then she turned her attention back to the deer. Lacy would have to feed them until the snow melted. Once you started taking care of them, you had to follow through, or they just wouldn’t make it.


  ***


  They were on the floor of the living room and they were nearly naked. Josie could taste beer on Matt’s breath, but she must have tasted like that, too. They’d both drunk a few at Drew’s—not enough to get wasted, just buzzed, enough so that Matt’s hands seemed to be all over her at once, so that his skin set fire to hers.


  She’d been floating along pleasantly in a haze of the familiar. Yes, Matt had kissed her—one short one, then a longer, hungry kiss, as his hand worked open the clasp on her bra. She lay lazy, spread beneath him like a feast, as he pulled off her jeans. But then, instead of doing what usually came next, Matt reared over her again. He kissed her so hard that it hurt. “Mmmph,” she said, pushing at him.


  “Relax,” Matt murmured, and then he sank his teeth into her shoulder. He pinned her hands over her head and ground his hips against hers. She could feel his erection, hot against her stomach.


  It wasn’t the way it normally was, but Josie had to admit that it was exciting. She couldn’t remember ever feeling so heavy, as if her heart were beating between her legs. She clawed at Matt’s back to bring him closer.


  “Yeah,” he groaned, and he pushed her thighs apart. And then suddenly Matt was inside her, pumping so hard that she scooted backward on the carpet, burning the backs of her legs.


  “Wait,” Josie said, trying to roll away beneath him, but he clamped his hand over her mouth and drove harder and harder until Josie felt him come.


  Semen, sticky and hot, pooled on the carpet beneath her. Matt framed her face with his hands. “Jesus, Josie,” he whispered, and she realized that he was in tears. “I love you so goddamn much.”


  Josie turned her face away. “I love you, too.”


  She lay in his arms for ten minutes and then said she was tired and needed to go to sleep. After she kissed Matt good-bye at the front door, she went into the kitchen and took the rug cleaner out from underneath the sink. She scrubbed it into the wet spot on the carpet, prayed it would not leave a stain.


  ***


  [image: Images]


  Peter highlighted the text on his computer screen and deleted it. Although he thought it would be pretty cool to open an email and automatically have an I LOVE YOU message written over and over on the screen, he could see where someone else—someone who didn’t give a crap about C++—would think it was just downright strange.


  He’d decided on an email because that way if she blew him off, he could suffer the embarrassment in private. The problem was, his mother had said to show what was inside him and he wasn’t very good when it came to words.


  He thought about how sometimes, when he saw her, it was just a part of her: her arm resting on the passenger window of the car, her hair blowing out its window. He thought about how many times he’d fantasized about being the one at the wheel.


  My journey was pointless, he wrote. Until I took a YOU-turn.


  Groaning, Peter deleted that, too. It made him sound like a Hallmark card writer, or even worse, one that Hallmark wouldn’t even hire.


  He thought about what he wished he could say to her, if he had the guts, and poised his hands over the keyboard.


  I know you don’t think of me.


  And you certainly would never picture us together.


  But probably peanut butter was just peanut butter for a long time, before someone ever thought of pairing it up with jelly. And there was salt, but it started to taste better when there was pepper. And what’s the point of butter without bread?


  (Why are all these examples FOODS!?!?!??)


  Anyway, by myself, I’m nothing special. But with you, I think I could be.


  He agonized about the ending.


  Your friend, Peter Houghton


  Well, technically that wasn’t true.


  Sincerely, Peter Houghton


  That was true, but it was still sort of lame. Of course, there was the obvious:


  Love, Peter Houghton


  He typed it in, read it over once. And then, before he could stop himself, he pushed the Enter button and sent his heart across the Ethernet to Josie Cormier.


  ***


  Courtney Ignatio was so freaking bored.


  Josie was her friend and all, but there was, like, nothing to do. They’d already watched three Paul Walker movies on DVD, checked the Lost website for the bio on the hot guy who played Sawyer, and read all the Cosmos that hadn’t been recycled, but there was no HBO, nothing chocolate in the fridge, and no party at Sterling College to sneak into. This was Courtney’s second night at the Cormier household, thanks to her brainiac older brother, who had dragged her parents on a whirlwind tour of Ivy League colleges on the East Coast. Courtney plopped a stuffed hippo on her stomach and frowned into its button eyes. She’d already tried to get details out of Josie last night about Matt—important things, like how big a dick he had and if he had a clue how to use it—but Josie had gone all Hilary Duff on her and acted like she’d never heard the word sex before.


  Josie was in the bathroom taking a shower; Courtney could still hear the water running. She rolled to her side and scrutinized a framed photograph of Josie and Matt. It would have been easy to hate Josie, because Matt was the über-boyfriend—always glancing around at a party to make sure he hadn’t gotten too far away from Josie; calling her up to say good night, even when he’d just dropped her off a half hour before (yes, Courtney had been privy to a display of that very thing just last night). Unlike most of the guys on the hockey team—several of whom Courtney had dated—Matt honestly seemed to prefer Josie’s company to anyone else’s. But there was something about Josie that kept Courtney from being jealous. It was the way her expression slipped every now and then, like a colored contact lens, so you could see what was actually underneath. Josie might have been one-half of Sterling High School’s Most Faithful Couple, but it almost seemed like the biggest reason she clung to that label was because that was the only reason she knew who she was.


  You’ve got mail.


  The automaton on Josie’s computer spoke; until then, Courtney hadn’t realized that they’d left the computer running, much less online. She settled down at the desk, wiggling the mouse so that the screen came back into focus. Maybe Matt was writing some kind of cyberporn. It would be fun to screw around with him a little and pretend that she was Josie.


  The return address, though, wasn’t one that Courtney recognized—she and Josie, after all, had nearly identical Buddy Lists. There was no subject. Courtney clicked on the link, assuming it was some kind of junk mail: enlarge your penis in thirty days; refinance your home; real deals on printer ribbon cartridges.


  The email opened, and Courtney started to read.


  “Oh my God,” she murmured. “This is too fucking good.”


  She swiped the body of the email and forwarded it to RTWING90@yahoo.com.


  Drew, she typed. Spam this out to the whole wide world.


  The door to the bathroom opened, and Josie came back into the bedroom wearing a bathrobe, a towel wrapped around her head. Courtney closed the server window. “Good-bye,” the automaton said.


  “What’s up?” Josie asked.


  Courtney turned around in the chair, smiling. “Just checking my mail,” she said.


  ***


  Josie couldn’t sleep; her mind was tumbling like a spring stream. This was exactly the sort of problem she wished she could talk about with someone—but who? Her mother? Yeah, right. Matt was out of the question. And Courtney—or any other girlfriend she had—well, she was afraid that if she spoke her worst fears out loud, maybe that would be enough for them to come true.


  Josie waited until she heard Courtney’s even breathing. She crept out of bed and into the bathroom. She closed the door and pulled down her pajama pants.


  Nothing.


  Her period was three days late.


  ***


  On Tuesday afternoon, Josie sat on a couch in Matt’s basement, writing a social studies essay for him about the historical abuse of power in America while he and Drew lifted free weights.


  “There are a million things you could talk about,” Josie said. “Watergate. Abu Ghraib. Kent State.”


  Matt strained beneath the weight of a barbell as Drew spotted him. “Whatever’s easiest, Jo,” he said.


  “Come on, you pussy,” Drew said. “At this rate they’re going to demote you to JV.”


  Matt grinned and fully extended his arms. “Let’s see you bench this,” he grunted. Josie watched the play of his muscles, imagined them strong enough to do that and also tender enough to hold her. He sat up, wiping his forehead and the back of the weight bench, so that Drew could take his turn.


  “I could do something on the Patriot Act,” Josie suggested, biting down on the end of the pencil.


  “I’m just looking out for your own best interests, dude,” Drew said. “I mean, if you’re not going to bulk up for Coach, do it for Josie.”


  She glanced up. “Drew, were you born an idiot, or did that evolve?”


  “I intelligently designed,” he joked. “All I’m saying is that Matt better watch out, now that he’s got some competition.”


  “What are you talking about?” Josie looked at him as if he were crazy, but secretly, she was panicking. It didn’t really matter whether or not Josie had shown attention to someone else; it only mattered whether Matt thought so.


  “It was a joke, Josie,” Drew said, lying down on the bench and curling his fists around the metal bar.


  Matt laughed. “Yeah, that’s a good description of Peter Houghton.”


  “Are you going to fuck with him?”


  “Hopefully,” Matt said. “I just haven’t decided how yet.”


  “Maybe you need some poetic inspiration to come up with a suitable plan,” Drew said. “Hey, Jo, grab my binder. The email’s right in the pocket in the front.”


  Josie reached across the couch for Drew’s backpack and rummaged through his books. She pulled out a folded piece of paper and opened it to find her own email address right at the top, the whole student body of Sterling High as the destination address.


  Where had this come from? And why hadn’t she ever seen it?


  “Read it,” Drew said, lifting the weights.


  Josie hesitated. “‘I know you don’t think of me. And you certainly would never picture us together.’”


  The words felt like stones in her throat. She stopped speaking, but that didn’t matter, because Drew and Matt were reciting the email word for word.


  “‘By myself, I’m nothing special,’” Matt said.


  “‘But with you... I think... ’” Drew convulsed, laughing, the weights falling hard back into their cradle. “Fuck, I can’t do this when I’m cracking up.”


  Matt sank down on the couch beside Josie and slipped his arm around her, his thumb grazing her breast. She shifted, because she didn’t want Drew to see, but Matt did, and shifted with her. “You inspire poetry,” he said, smiling. “Bad poetry, but even Helen of Troy probably started with, like, a limerick, right?”


  Josie’s face reddened. She could not believe that Peter had written these things to her, that he’d ever think she might be receptive to them. She couldn’t believe that the whole school knew that Peter Houghton liked her. She couldn’t afford for them to think that she felt anything for him.


  Even sorry.


  More devastating was the fact someone had decided to make her the fool. It was not a surprise that someone had gotten into her email account—they all knew each other’s passwords; it could have been any of the girls, or even Matt himself. But what would make her friends do something like this, something so totally humiliating?


  Josie already knew the answer. This group of kids—they weren’t her friends. Popular kids didn’t really have friends; they had alliances. You were safe only as long as you hid your trust—at any moment someone might make you the laughingstock, because then they knew no one was laughing at them.


  Josie was smarting, but she also knew part of the prank was a test to see how she reacted. If she turned around and accused her friends of hacking into her email and invading her privacy, she was doomed. Above all else, she wasn’t supposed to show emotion. She was so socially above Peter Houghton that an email like this wasn’t mortifying, but hilarious.


  In other words: Laugh, don’t cry.


  “What a total loser,” Josie said, as if it didn’t bother her at all; as if she found this just as funny as Drew and Matt did. She balled up the email and tossed it behind the couch. Her hands were shaking.


  Matt lay his head down in her lap, still sweaty. “What did I officially decide to write about?”


  “Native Americans,” Josie replied absently. “How the government broke treaties and took away their land.”


  It was, she realized, something she could sympathize with: that rootlessness, the understanding that you were never going to feel at home.


  Drew sat up, straddling the weight bench. “Hey, how do I get myself a girl who can boost my GPA?”


  “Ask Peter Houghton,” Matt answered, grinning. “He’s the lovemeister.”


  As Drew snickered, Matt reached for Josie’s hand, the one holding the pencil. He kissed the knuckles. “You’re too good to me,” he said.


  ***


  The lockers in Sterling High were staggered, one row on top and one row on the bottom, which meant that if you happened to be a lower locker you had to suffer getting your books and coat and stuff while someone else was practically standing on your head. Peter’s locker was not only on the bottom row, it was also in a corner—which meant that he could never quite make himself small enough to get what he needed.


  Peter had five minutes to get from class to class, but he was the first one into the halls when the bell rang. It was a carefully calculated plan: if he left as soon as possible, he’d be in the hallways during the biggest crush of traffic, and therefore was less likely to be singled out by one of the cool kids. He walked with his head ducked, his eyes on the floor, until he reached his locker.


  He was kneeling in front of it, trading his math book for his social studies text, when a pair of black wedge heels stopped beside him. He glanced up the patterned stockings to the tweed miniskirt and asymmetrical sweater and long waterfall of blond hair. Courtney Ignatio was standing with her arms crossed, as if Peter had already taken up too much of her time, when he wasn’t even the one who’d stopped her in the first place.


  “Get up,” she said. “I’m not going to be late for class.”


  Peter stood and closed his locker. He didn’t want Courtney to see that inside, he had taped a picture of himself and Josie from when they were little. He’d had to climb up into the attic where his mother kept her old photo albums, since she’d gone digital two years ago, and now all they had were CDs. In the photo, he and Josie were sitting on the edge of a sandbox at nursery school. Josie’s hand was on Peter’s shoulder. That was the part he liked the best.


  “Look, the last thing I want to do is stand here and be seen talking to you, but Josie’s my friend, which is why I volunteered to do this in the first place.” Courtney looked down the hall, to make sure no one was coming. “She likes you.”


  Peter just stared at her.


  “I mean she likes you, you retard. She’s totally over Matt; she just doesn’t want to ditch him until she knows for sure that you’re serious about her.” Courtney glanced at Peter. “I told her it’s social suicide, but I guess that’s what people do for love.”


  Peter felt all the blood rush to his head, an ocean in his ears. “Why should I believe you?”


  Courtney tossed her hair. “I don’t give a damn if you do or you don’t. I’m just telling you what she said. What you do with it is up to you.”


  She walked down the hallway and disappeared around a corner just as the bell rang. Peter was going to be late now; he hated being late, because then you could feel everyone’s eyes on you when you walked into class, like a thousand crows pecking at your skin.


  But that hardly mattered, not in the grand scheme of things.


  ***


  The best item the cafeteria served was Tater Tots, soaked in grease. You could practically feel the waist of your jeans getting snugger and your face breaking out—and yet, when the cafeteria lady held out her massive spoonful, Josie couldn’t resist. She sometimes wondered: If they were as nutritious as broccoli, would she want them so much? Would they taste this good if they weren’t so bad for you?


  Most of Josie’s friends only drank diet soda for their meals; getting anything substantial and carbohydrate-based practically labeled you as either a whale or a bulimic. Usually, Josie limited herself to three Tater Tots, and then gave the rest to the guys to devour. But today, she’d practically been salivating for the past two classes just thinking about Tater Tots, and she couldn’t stop taking just one more. If it wasn’t pickles and ice cream, did it still qualify as a craving?


  Courtney leaned across the table and swept her finger through the grease that lined the Tater Tot tray. “Gross,” she said. “How come gas is so expensive, when there’s enough oil on these babies to fill Drew’s pickup truck?”


  “Different kind of oil, Einstein,” Drew said. “Did you really think you were pumping out Crisco at the Mobil station?”


  Josie bent down to unzip her backpack. She had packed herself an apple; it had to be in here somewhere. She rummaged through loose papers and makeup, so focused on her search that she didn’t realize the banter between Drew and Courtney—or anyone else, for that matter—had fallen silent.


  Peter Houghton was standing next to their table, holding a brown bag in one hand and an open milk carton in the other. “Hi, Josie,” he said, as if she might be listening, as if she weren’t dying a thousand kinds of death in that one second. “I thought you might like to join me for lunch.”


  The word mortified sounded like you’d gone to granite, like you couldn’t move to save your soul. Josie imagined how years from now, students would point to the frozen gargoyle that used to be her, still rooted to the plastic cafeteria chair, and say, Oh, right, I heard about what happened to her.


  Josie heard a rustling behind her, but she couldn’t have moved at that moment if her life depended on it. She looked up at Peter, wishing there were some kind of secret language where what you said was not what you meant, and the listener would automatically know you were speaking that tongue. “Um,” Josie began. “I...”


  “She’d love to,” Courtney said. “When hell freezes over.”


  The entire table dissolved into a fizz of laughter, an inside joke that Peter didn’t understand. “What’s in the bag?” Drew asked. “Peanut butter and jelly?”


  “Salt and pepper?” Courtney chimed in.


  “Bread and butter?”


  The smile on Peter’s face wilted as he realized how deep a pit he’d fallen into, and how many people had dug it. He glanced from Drew to Courtney to Emma and then back at Josie—and when he did, she had to look away, so that nobody—including Peter—would see how much it hurt her to hurt him; to realize that—in spite of what Peter had believed about her—she was no different from anyone else.


  “I think Josie should at least get to sample the merchandise,” Matt said, and when he spoke she realized that he was no longer sitting beside her. He was standing, in fact, behind Peter; and in one smooth stroke he hooked his thumbs into the loops of Peter’s pants and yanked them down to his ankles.


  Peter’s skin was moon-white under the harsh fluorescent lamps of the cafeteria, his penis a tiny spiral shell on a sparse nest of pubic hair. He immediately covered his genitals with his lunch bag, and as he did, he dropped his milk carton. It spilled on the floor between his feet.


  “Hey, look at that,” Drew said. “Premature ejaculation.”


  The entire cafeteria began to spin like a carousel—bright lights and harlequin colors. Josie could hear laughter, and she tried to match her own to it. Mr. Isles, a Spanish teacher who had no neck, hurried over to Peter as he was pulling up his pants. He grabbed Matt with one arm and Peter with the other. “Are you two done,” he barked, “or do we need to go see the principal?”


  Peter fled, but by that time, everyone in the cafeteria was reliving the glorious moment of his pantsing. Drew high-fived Matt. “Dude, that was the best fucking lunch entertainment I’ve ever seen.”


  Josie reached into her backpack, pretending to search for that apple, but she wasn’t hungry anymore. She just didn’t want to see them all right now; to let them see her.


  Peter Houghton’s lunch bag was beside her foot, where he’d dropped it when he ran away. She glanced inside. A sandwich, maybe turkey. A bag of pretzels. Carrots, which had been peeled and cut into even strips by someone who cared about him.


  Josie slipped the brown bag into her knapsack, telling herself that she’d find Peter and give it back to him, or leave it near his locker, when she knew she would do neither. Instead, she would carry it around until it started to reek, until she had to throw it out and could pretend it was that easy to get rid of.


  ***


  Peter burst out of the cafeteria and careened down the narrow hallways like a pinball until he finally reached his locker. He fell to his knees and rested his head against the cold metal. How could he have been so stupid, trusting Courtney, thinking Josie might give a rat’s ass about him, thinking he was someone she could fall for?


  He banged his head until it hurt, then blindly dialed the numbers on his locker. It swung open, and he reached inside for the photo of himself and Josie. He crushed it into his palm and walked down the hall again.


  On the way, he was stopped by a teacher. Mr. McCabe was frowning at him, putting a hand on his shoulder, when surely he could see that Peter couldn’t bear to be touched, that it felt like a hundred needles were going through his skin. “Peter,” Mr. McCabe said, “are you all right?”


  “Bathroom,” Peter ground out, and he pushed away, hurrying down the hallway.


  He locked himself inside a stall and threw the picture of himself and Josie into the toilet bowl. Then he unzipped his fly and urinated on top of it. “Fuck you,” he whispered, and then he said it loud enough to rattle the walls of the stall. “Fuck you all.”


  ***


  The minute Josie’s mother left the room, Josie plucked the thermometer out of her mouth and held it up against the lightbulb of her nightstand lamp. She squinted to read the tiny numbers, and then stuck it back into her mouth as she heard her mother’s footsteps. “Hunh,” her mother said, holding the thermometer up to the window to better read it. “I guess you are sick.”


  Josie gave what she hoped was a convincing moan and rolled over.


  “You sure you’re going to be all right here, alone?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You can call me if you need me. I can recess court and come back home.”


  “Okay.”


  She sat down on the bed and kissed her forehead. “You want juice? Soup?”


  Josie shook her head. “I think I just need to go back to sleep.” She closed her eyes so that her mother would get the message.


  She waited until she heard the car drive away, and even then she stayed in bed for an extra ten minutes to make sure she was alone. Then Josie got out of bed and booted up her computer. She Googled abortifacient—the word she’d looked up yesterday, the one that meant something that terminates a pregnancy.


  Josie had been thinking about this. It wasn’t that she didn’t want a baby; it wasn’t even that she didn’t want Matt’s baby. All she knew for certain was that she didn’t want to have to make that decision yet.


  If she told her mother, her mom would curse and scream and then find a way to take her to Planned Parenthood or the doctor’s office. To be honest, it wasn’t even the cursing and screaming that worried Josie. It was realizing that—had her own mother done this, seventeen years ago—Josie wouldn’t even be alive to be having this problem.


  Josie had toyed with contacting her father again, which would have taken an enormous helping of humility. He hadn’t wanted Josie born, so theoretically, he’d probably go out of his way to help her have an abortion.


  But.


  There was something about going to a doctor, or a clinic, or even to a parent, that she couldn’t quite swallow. It seemed so... deliberate.


  So before she reached that point, Josie had chosen to do a bit of research. She couldn’t risk being caught on a computer at school looking these things up, so she’d decided to play hooky. She sank into the desk chair, one leg folded beneath her, and marveled as she received nearly 99,000 hits.


  Some she already knew: the old wives’ tales about sticking a knitting needle up inside her, or drinking laxatives or castor oil. Some she’d never imagined: douching with potassium, swallowing gingerroot, eating unripe pineapple. And then there were the herbs: oil infusions of calamus, mugwort, sage, and wintergreen; cocktails made out of black cohosh and pennyroyal. Josie wondered where you even got these things—it wasn’t like they were in the aisle next to the aspirin at CVS.


  Herbal remedies, the website said, worked 40–45 percent of the time. Which, she supposed, was at least a start.


  She leaned closer, reading.


  Don’t start herbal treatment after the sixth week of pregnancy.


  Keep in mind these are not reliable ways to end pregnancy.


  Drink the teas day and night, so you don’t ruin the progress you made during the day.


  Catch the blood and add water to dilute it, and look at the clots and tissue to make sure the placenta has passed.


  Josie grimaced.


  Use 1/2 to 1 teaspoon of the dried herb per cup of water, 3–4 times a day. Don’t confuse tansy with tansy ragwort, which has been fatal to cows that have eaten it growing nearby.


  Then she found something that looked less, well, medieval: vitamin C. Surely that couldn’t be too bad for her? Josie clicked on the link. Ascorbic acid, eight grams, for five days. Menstruation should begin on the sixth or seventh day.


  Josie got up from her computer and went into her mother’s medicine cabinet. There was a big white bottle of vitamin C, along with smaller ones of acidophilus, vitamin B12, and calcium supplements.


  She opened the bottle and hesitated. The other warning that the websites all gave was to make sure you had reason to subject your body to these herbs before you started.


  Josie padded back into her room and opened her backpack. Inside, still in its plastic bag from the pharmacy, was the pregnancy test she’d bought yesterday before she came home from school.


  She read the directions twice. How could anyone pee on a stick for that long? With a frown, she sat down and went to the bathroom, holding the small wand between her legs. Then she set it into its little holder and washed her hands.


  Josie sat on the lip of the bathtub and watched the control line turn blue. And then, slowly, she watched the second, perpendicular line appear: a plus sign, a positive, a cross to bear.


  ***


  When the snow blower ran out of gas in the middle of the driveway, Peter went to the spare can they kept in the garage, only to discover it was empty. He tipped it over, watched a single drop strike the ground between his sneakers.


  He usually had to be asked, like, six times to go out and clear the paths that led to the front and back doors, but today he’d turned to the chore without any badgering from his parents. He wanted—no, scratch that—he needed to get out there so that his feet could move at the same pace as his mind. But when he squinted against the lowering sun, he could still see a scroll of images on the backs of his eyelids: the cold air striking his ass as Matt Royston pulled his pants down, the milk splattering on his sneakers, Josie’s gaze sliding away.


  Peter trudged down the driveway toward the home of his neighbor across the street. Mr. Weatherhall was a retired cop, and his house looked it. There was a big flagpole in the middle of the front yard; in the summertime the grass was trimmed like a crew cut; there were never any leaves on the lawn in the fall. Peter used to wonder if Weatherhall came out in the middle of the night to rake them.


  As far as Peter knew, Mr. Weatherhall now passed his time watching the Game Show Network and doing his militaristic gardening in sandals with black socks. Because he didn’t let his grass grow longer than a half inch, he usually had a spare gallon of gas lying around; Peter had borrowed it on his dad’s behalf other times for the lawn mower or the snow blower.


  Peter rang the doorbell—which played “Hail to the Chief”—and Mr. Weatherhall answered. “Son,” he said, although he knew Peter’s name and had for years. “How are you doing?”


  “Fine, Mr. Weatherhall. But I was wondering if you had any gas I could borrow for the snow blower. Well, gas I could use. I mean, I can’t really give it back.”


  “Come on in, come on in.” He held the door open for Peter, who walked into the house. It smelled of cigars and cat food. A bowl of Fritos was set next to his La-Z-Boy; on the television, Vanna White flipped a vowel. “Great Expectations,” Mr. Weatherhall shouted at the contestants as he passed. “What are you, morons?”


  He led Peter into the kitchen. “You wait here. The basement’s not fit for company.” Which, Peter realized, probably meant there was a dust mote on a shelf.


  He leaned against the counter, his hands splayed on the Formica. Peter liked Mr. Weatherhall, because even when he was trying to be gruff, you could tell that he just really missed being a policeman and had no one else to practice on. When Peter was younger, Joey and his friends had always tried to screw around with Weatherhall, by piling snow at the end of his plowed driveway or letting their dogs take a dump on the manicured lawn. He could remember when Joey was around eleven and had egged Weatherhall’s house on Halloween. He and his friends had been caught in the act. Weatherhall dragged them into the house for a “scared straight” chat. The guy’s a fruitcake, Joey had told him. He keeps a gun in his flour canister.


  Peter cocked an ear toward the stairwell that led down to the basement. He could still hear Mr. Weatherhall puttering around down there, getting the gas can.


  He sidled closer to the sink, where there were four stainless steel canisters. SODA, read the tiny one, and then in increasing size: BROWN SUGAR. SUGAR. FLOUR. Peter gingerly opened up the flour canister.


  A puff of white powder flew into his face.


  He coughed and shook his head. It figured; Joey had been lying.


  Idly, Peter opened up the sugar canister beside it and found himself staring down at a 9-millimeter semiautomatic.


  It was a Glock 17—probably the same one Mr. Weatherhall had carried as a policeman. Peter knew this because he knew about guns—he’d grown up with them. But there was a difference between a hunting rifle or a shotgun and this neat and compact weapon. His father said that anyone who wasn’t in active law enforcement and kept a handgun was an idiot; it was more likely to do damage than protect you. The problem with a handgun was that the muzzle was so short that you forgot about holding it away from you for safety’s sake; aiming was as simple and nonchalant as pointing your finger.


  Peter touched it. Cold; smooth. Mesmerizing. He brushed the trigger, cupping his hand around the gun; that slight, sleek weight.


  Footsteps.


  Peter jammed the cover back on the canister and whipped around, folding his arms in front of himself. Mr. Weatherhall appeared at the top of the stairs, cradling a red gas can. “All set,” he said. “Bring it back full.”


  “I will,” Peter replied. He left the kitchen and did not look in the general direction of the canister, although it was what he wanted to do, more than anything.


  ***


  After school, Matt arrived with chicken soup from a local restaurant and comic books. “What are you doing out of bed?” he asked.


  “You rang the doorbell,” Josie said. “I had to answer it, didn’t I?”


  He fussed over her as if she had mono or cancer, not just a virus, which is what she’d told him when he called her on his cell from school that morning. Tucking her back into bed, he settled her with the soup in her lap. “This is supposed to cure, like, anything, right?”


  “What about the comics?”


  Matt shrugged. “My mom used to get those for me when I was little and stayed home sick. I don’t know. They always sort of made me feel better.”


  As he sat down beside her on the bed, Josie picked up one of the comics. Why was Wonder Woman always so bodacious? If you were a 38DD, would you honestly go leaping off buildings and fighting crime without a good jogging bra?


  Thinking of that reminded Josie that she could barely put on her own bra these days, her breasts were so tender. And that made her recall the pregnancy test that she’d wrapped up in paper towels and thrown away outside in the garbage can so her mother wouldn’t find it.


  “Drew’s planning a shindig this Friday night,” Matt said. “His parents are going to Foxwoods for the weekend.” Matt frowned. “I hope you’re feeling better by then, so you can go. What do you think you’ve got, anyway?”


  She turned to him and took a deep breath. “It’s what I don’t have. My period. I’m two weeks late. I took a pregnancy test today.”


  “He’s already talked to some guy at Sterling College about buying a couple of kegs from a frat. I’m telling you, this party will be off the hook.”


  “Did you hear me?”


  Matt smiled at her the way you’d indulge a child who just told you the sky is falling. “I think you’re overreacting.”


  “It was positive.”


  “Stress can do that.”


  Josie’s jaw dropped. “And what if it’s not stress? What if it’s, you know, real?”


  “Then we’re in it together.” Matt leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “Baby,” he said, “you could never get rid of me.”


  ***


  A few days later, when it snowed, Peter deliberately drained the snow blower of its gas, and then walked across the street to Mr. Weatherhall’s house.


  “Don’t tell me you ran out again,” he said as he opened the door.


  “I guess my dad didn’t get around to filling up our spare tank yet,” Peter replied.


  “Gotta make time,” Mr. Weatherhall said, but he was already moving into his house, leaving the door wide so Peter could follow. “Gotta stick to a schedule, that’s how it’s done.”


  As they passed the television, Peter glanced at the cast of the Match Game. “Big Bertha is so big,” Gene Rayburn was saying, “that instead of skydiving with a parachute, she uses a blank.”


  The moment Mr. Weatherhall disappeared downstairs, Peter opened the sugar canister on the kitchen counter. The gun was still inside. Peter reached for it and reminded himself to breathe.


  He covered the canister and put it back exactly where it had been. Then he took the gun and jammed it, nose first, into the waistband of his jeans. His down jacket billowed over the front, so you couldn’t see a bulge at all.


  He gingerly slid open the silverware drawer, peeked in the cabinets. It was when he ran his hand along the dusty top of the refrigerator that he felt the smooth body of a second handgun.


  “You know, it’s wise to keep a spare tank...” Mr. Weatherhall’s voice floated from the bottom of the basement stairs, accompanied by the percussion of his footsteps. Peter let go of the gun, snapped his hands back to his sides.


  He was sweating by the time Mr. Weatherhall walked into the kitchen. “You all right?” he asked, peering at Peter. “You look a little white around the gills.”


  “I stayed up late doing homework. Thanks for the gas. Again.”


  “You tell your dad I’m not bailing him out next time,” Mr. Weatherhall said, and he waved Peter off from the porch.


  Peter waited until Mr. Weatherhall had closed the door, and then he started to run, kicking up snow in his wake. He left the gas can next to the snow blower and burst into his house. He locked his bedroom door, took the gun from his pants, and sat down.


  It was black and heavy crafted out of alloyed steel. What was really surprising was how fake the Glock looked—like a kid’s toy gun—although Peter supposed he ought to be marveling instead at how realistic the toy guns actually were. He racked the slide and released it. He ejected the magazine.


  He closed his eyes and held the gun up to his head. “Bang,” he whispered.


  Then he set the gun on his bed and pulled off one of his pillowcases. He wrapped the Glock inside it, rolling it up like a bandage. He slipped the gun between his mattress and his box spring and lay down.


  It would be like that fairy tale, the one with the princess who could feel a bean or a pea or whatever. Except Peter wasn’t a prince, and the lump wouldn’t keep him up at night.


  In fact, it might make him sleep better.


  ***


  In Josie’s dream, she was standing in the most beautiful tepee. The walls were made of buttery deerskin, sewed tight with golden thread. Stories had been painted all around her in shades of red, ochre, violet, and blue—tales of hunts and loves and losses. Rich buffalo skins were piled high for cushions; coals glowed like rubies in the firepit. When she looked up, she could see stars falling through the smoke hole.


  Suddenly Josie realized that her feet were sliding; worse, that there was no way to stop this. She glanced down and saw only sky; wondered whether she’d been silly enough to believe she could walk among the clouds, or if the ground beneath her feet had disappeared when she looked away.


  She started to fall. She could feel herself tumbling head over heels; felt the skirt she was wearing balloon and the wind rush between her legs. She didn’t want to open her eyes, but she couldn’t help peeking: the ground was rushing up at an alarming pace, postage-stamp squares of green and brown and blue that grew larger, more detailed, more realistic.


  There was her school. Her house. The roof over her bedroom. Josie felt herself hurtle toward it and she steeled herself for the inevitable crash. But you never hit the ground in your dreams; you never get to see yourself die. Instead, Josie felt herself splash, her clothes billowing like the sails of a jellyfish as she treaded warm water.


  She woke up, breathless, and realized that she still felt wet. She sat up, lifted up the covers, and saw the pool of blood beneath her.


  After three positive pregnancy tests, after her period was three weeks late—she was miscarrying.


  Thankgodthankgodthankgod. Josie buried her face in the sheets and started to cry.


  ***


  Lewis was sitting at the kitchen table on Saturday morning, reading the latest issue of The Economist and methodically working his way through a whole-wheat waffle, when the phone rang. He glanced at Lacy, who—beside the sink—was technically closer to it, but she held up her hands, dripping with water and soap. “Could you... ?”


  He stood up and answered it. “Hello?”


  “Mr. Houghton?”


  “Speaking,” Lewis said.


  “This is Tony, from Burnside’s. Your hollow-point bullets are in.”


  Burnside’s was a gun shop; Lewis went there in the fall for his Hoppe’s solvent and his ammunition; once or twice he’d been lucky enough to bring a deer in to be weighed. But it was February; deer season was over now. “I didn’t order those,” Lewis said. “There must be some mistake.”


  He hung up the phone and sat down again in front of his waffle. Lacy lifted a large frying pan out of the sink and set it on the drainer to dry. “Who was that?”


  Lewis turned the page in his magazine. “Wrong number,” he said.


  ***


  Matt had a hockey game in Exeter. Josie went to his home games, but rarely the ones where the team traveled. Today, though, she had asked her mother to borrow the car and drove to the seacoast, leaving early enough to be able to catch him in the locker room beforehand. She poked her head inside the visiting team’s locker room and was immediately hit with the reek of all the equipment. Matt stood with his back to her, wearing his chest protector and his padded pants and his skates. He hadn’t yet pulled on his jersey.


  Some of the other guys noticed her first. “Hey, Royston,” a senior said. “I think your fan club president’s arrived.”


  Matt didn’t like it when she showed up before a game. Afterward: well, that was mandatory—he needed someone to celebrate his win. But he’d made it very clear that he didn’t have time for Josie when he was getting ready; that he’d only get shit from the guys if she clung that closely; that Coach wanted the team to be alone to focus on their game. Still, she thought that this might be an exception.


  A shadow passed over his face as his team started catcalls.


  Matt, you need help putting on your jock?


  Hey, quick, get the guy a bigger stick...


  “Yeah,” Matt shot back as he walked across the rubber mats toward Josie. “You just wish you had someone who could suck the chrome off a hood ornament.”


  Josie felt her cheeks flame as the entire locker room burst into laughter at her expense, and the rude comments shifted focus from Matt to her. Grasping her by the arm, Matt pulled Josie outside.


  “I told you not to interrupt me before a game,” he said.


  “I know. But it was important...”


  “This is important,” Matt corrected, gesturing around the rink.


  “I’m fine,” Josie blurted out.


  “Good.”


  She stared at him. “No, Matt. I mean... I’m fine. You were right.”


  As he realized what Josie was really trying to tell him, he put his arms around her waist and lifted her off the ground. His gear caught like armor between them as he kissed her. It made Josie think of knights heading off to battle; of the girls they left behind. “Don’t you forget it,” Matt said, and he grinned.


  PART TWO


  When you begin a journey of revenge, start by digging two graves: one for your enemy, and one for yourself.


  —CHINESE PROVERB


  Sterling isn’t the inner city. You don’t find crack dealers on Main Street, or households below the poverty level. The crime rate is virtually nonexistent.


  That’s why people are still so shell-shocked.


  They ask, How could this happen here?


  Well. How could it not happen here?


  All it takes is a troubled kid with access to guns.


  You don’t have to go to an inner city to find someone who meets those criteria. You only have to open your eyes. The next likely candidate might be upstairs, or sprawled in front of your TV right now. But hey, you just go right on pretending it won’t happen here. Tell yourself that you’re immune because of where you live or who you are.


  It’s easier that way, isn’t it?


  Five Months After


  You can tell a lot about people by their habits. For example, Jordan had come across potential jurors who religiously took their cups of coffee to their computers and read the entire New York Times online. There were others whose welcome screen on AOL didn’t even include news updates, because they found it too depressing. There were rural people who owned televisions but only got a grainy public broadcasting station because they couldn’t afford the money it would take to bring cable lines up their dirt road; and there were others who had bought elaborate satellite systems so that they could catch Japanese soaps or Sister Mary Margaret’s Prayer Hour at three in the morning. There were those who watched CNN, and those who watched FOX News.


  It was the sixth hour of individual voir dire, the process by which the jury for Peter’s trial would be selected. This involved long days in the courtroom with Diana Leven and Judge Wagner, as the pool of jurors dribbled one by one into the witness seat to be asked a variety of questions by the defense and the prosecution. The goal was to find twelve folks, plus an alternate, who weren’t personally affected by the shooting; a jury that could commit to a long trial if necessary, instead of worrying about their home business or who was taking care of their toddlers. A group of people who had not been living and breathing the news about this trial for the past five months—or, as Jordan was affectionately starting to think of them: the blessed few that had been living under a rock.


  It was August, and for the past week the temperatures had climbed to nearly a hundred degrees during the day. To make matters worse, the air-conditioning in the courtroom was on the fritz, and Judge Wagner smelled like mothballs and feet when he sweated.


  Jordan had already taken off his jacket and loosened the top button of his shirt beneath his tie. Even Diana—who he secretly believed had to be some kind of Stepford robot—had twisted her hair up and jammed a pencil into the bun to secure it. “What are we up to?” Judge Wagner asked.


  “Juror number six million seven hundred and thirty thousand,” Jordan murmured.


  “Juror number eighty-eight,” the clerk announced.


  It was a man this time, wearing khaki pants and a short-sleeved shirt. He had thinning hair, boat shoes, and a wedding band. Jordan noted all of this on his pad.


  Diana stood up and introduced herself, then began asking her litany of questions. The answers would determine if a potential juror could be dismissed for cause—if they had a kid, for example, who’d been killed at Sterling High and couldn’t be impartial. If not, Diana could choose to use one of her peremptory strikes. Both she and Jordan had fifteen opportunities to dismiss a potential juror out of gut instinct. So far, Diana had used one of hers against a short, bald, quiet software developer. Jordan had dismissed a former Navy SEAL.


  “What do you do for work, Mr. Alstrop?” Diana asked.


  “I’m an architect.”


  “You’re married?”


  “For twenty years, this October.”


  “Do you have any children?”


  “Two, a fourteen-year-old boy and a nineteen-year-old girl.”


  “Do they go to public high school?”


  “Well, my son does. My daughter’s in college. Princeton,” he said proudly.


  “Do you know anything about this case?”


  Saying he did, Jordan knew, wouldn’t exclude him. It was what he believed or didn’t believe, in spite of what the media had said.


  “Well, only what I read in the papers,” Alstrop said, and Jordan closed his eyes.


  “Do you read a certain newspaper daily?”


  “I used to get the Union Leader,” he said, “but the editorials drove me crazy. I try to read the main section of The New York Times now, at least.”


  Jordan considered this. The Union Leader was a notoriously conservative paper, The New York Times a liberal one.


  “What about television?” Diana asked. “Any shows you particularly like?”


  You probably didn’t want a juror who watched ten hours of Court TV per day. You also didn’t want the guy who savored Pee-wee Herman marathons.


  “60 Minutes,” Alstrop replied. “And The Simpsons.”


  Now that, Jordan thought, was a normal guy. He got to his feet as Diana turned the questioning over to him. “What do you remember reading about this case?” he asked.


  Alstrop shrugged. “There was a shooting at the high school and one of the students was charged.”


  “Did you know any of the students?”


  “No.”


  “Do you know anyone who works at Sterling High?”


  Alstrop shook his head. “No.”


  “Have you talked to anyone involved in this case?”


  “No.”


  Jordan walked up to the witness stand. “There’s a rule in this state that says you can take a right on red, if you stop first at the red light. You familiar with it?”


  “Sure,” Alstrop said.


  “What if the judge told you that you can’t turn right on red—that you must stay stopped until the light goes green again, even if there’s a sign in front of you that specifically says RIGHT TURN ON RED. What would you do?”


  Alstrop looked at Judge Wagner. “I guess I’d do what he said.”


  Jordan smiled to himself. He didn’t give a damn about Alstrop’s driving habits—that setup and question was a way to weed out the people who couldn’t see past convention. There would be information in this trial that wasn’t necessarily intuitive, and he needed people on a jury who were open-minded enough to understand that rules weren’t always what you thought they were, who could listen to the new regulations and follow them accordingly.


  When he finished his questioning, he and Diana walked toward the bench. “Is there any reason to dismiss this juror for cause?” Judge Wagner asked.


  “No, Your Honor,” Diana said, and Jordan shook his head.


  “So?”


  Diana nodded. Jordan glanced at the man, still sitting on the witness stand. “This one works for me,” he said.


  ***


  When Alex woke up, she pretended not to. Instead, she kept her eyes nearly closed so that she could stare at the man sprawled on the other side of her bed. This relationship—four months old now—was still a mystery to her, as much as the constellation of freckles on Patrick’s shoulders, the valley of his spine, the startling contrast of his black hair against a white sheet. It seemed that he had invaded her life by osmosis: she’d find his shirt mixed in with her laundry; she’d smell his shampoo on her pillowcase; she would pick up the phone, thinking to call him, and he’d already be on the line. Alex had been single for so long; she was practical, resolute, and set in her ways (oh, who was she kidding... those were all just euphemisms for what she really was: stubborn)—she would have guessed that this sudden attack on her privacy would be unnerving. Instead, though, she found herself feeling disoriented when Patrick wasn’t around, like the sailor who’s just landed after months at sea and who still feels the ocean rolling beneath him even when it isn’t there.


  “I can feel you staring, you know,” Patrick murmured. A lazy smile heated his face, but his eyes were still shut.


  Alex leaned over, slipping her hand under the covers. “What can you feel?”


  “What can’t I?” Striking quick as lightning, he grabbed her wrist and pulled her underneath him. His eyes, still softened by sleep, were a crisp blue that made Alex think of glaciers and northern seas. He kissed her, and she vined around him.


  Then suddenly her eyes snapped open. “Oh, shit,” she said.


  “That wasn’t really what I was going for...”


  “Do you know what time it is?”


  They had drawn the shades in her bedroom because of a full moon last night. But by now, the sun was streaming through the thinnest crack at the bottom of the windowsill. Alex could hear Josie banging pots and pans downstairs in the kitchen.


  Patrick reached over Alex for the wristwatch he’d left on her nightstand. “Oh, shit,” he repeated, and he threw back the covers. “I’m an hour late for work already.”


  He grabbed his boxers as Alex jumped out of bed and reached for her robe. “What about Josie?”


  It wasn’t that they had been hiding their relationship from Josie—Patrick often dropped by after work or for dinner or to hang out in the evenings. A few times, Alex had tried to talk to Josie about him, to see what she thought of the whole miracle of her mother dating again, but Josie did whatever it took to avoid having that conversation. Alex wasn’t sure herself where this was all going, but she did know that she and Josie had been a unit for so long that adding Patrick to the mix meant Josie became the loner—and right now, Alex was determined to keep that from happening. She was making up for lost time, really, thinking of Josie before she thought of anything else. To that end, if Patrick spent the night, she made sure he left before Josie could wake up to find him there.


  Except today, when it was a lazy summer Thursday and nearly ten o’clock.


  “Maybe this is a good time to tell her,” Patrick suggested.


  “Tell her what?”


  “That we’re...” He looked at her.


  Alex stared at him. She couldn’t finish his sentence; she didn’t really know the answer herself. She never expected that this was the way she and Patrick would have this conversation. Was she with Patrick because he was good at that—rescuing the underdog who needed it? When this trial was over, would he move on? Would she?


  “We’re together,” Patrick said decisively.


  Alex turned her back to him and yanked shut the tie of her robe. That wasn’t, to paraphrase Patrick earlier, what she had been going for. But then again, how would he know that? If he asked her right now what she wanted out of this relationship... well, she knew: she wanted love. She wanted to have someone to come home to. She wanted to dream about a vacation they’d take when they were sixty and know he’d be there the day she stepped onto the plane. But she’d never admit any of this to him. What if she did, and he just looked at her blankly? What if it was too soon to think about things like this?


  If he asked her right now, she wouldn’t answer, because answering was the surest way to get your heart handed back to you.


  Alex rummaged underneath the bed, searching for her slippers. Instead, she located Patrick’s belt and tossed it to him. Maybe the reason she hadn’t openly told Josie she was sleeping with Patrick had nothing to do with protecting Josie, and everything to do with protecting herself.


  Patrick threaded the belt through his jeans. “It doesn’t have to be a state secret,” he said. “You are allowed to... you know.”


  Alex glanced at him. “Have sex?”


  “I was trying to come up with something a little less blunt,” Patrick admitted.


  “I’m also allowed to keep things private,” Alex pointed out.


  “Guess I ought to get back the deposit on the billboard, then.”


  “That might be a good idea.”


  “I suppose I could just get you jewelry instead.”


  Alex looked down at the carpet so that Patrick couldn’t see her trying to pick apart that sentence, find the commitment strung between the words.


  God, was it always this frustrating when you weren’t the one running the show?


  “Mom,” Josie yelled up the stairs, “I’ve got pancakes ready, if you want some.”


  “Look,” Patrick sighed. “We can still keep Josie from finding out. All you have to do is distract her while I sneak out.”


  She nodded. “I’ll try to keep her in the kitchen. You...” She glanced at Patrick. “Just hurry.” As Alex started out of the room, Patrick grabbed her hand and yanked.


  “Hey,” he said. “Good-bye.” He leaned down and kissed her.


  “Mom, they’re getting cold!”


  “See you later,” Alex said, pushing away.


  She hurried downstairs and found Josie eating a plate of blueberry pancakes. “Those smell so good... I can’t believe I slept this late,” Alex began, and then she realized that there were three place settings at the kitchen table.


  Josie folded her arms. “So how does he take his coffee?”


  Alex sank into a chair across from her. “You weren’t supposed to find out.”


  “A. I am a big girl. B. Then the brilliant detective shouldn’t have left his car in the driveway.”


  Alex picked at a thread on the place mat. “No milk, two sugars.”


  “Well,” Josie said. “Guess I’ll know for next time.”


  “How do you feel about that?” Alex asked quietly.


  “Getting him coffee?”


  “No. The next time part.”


  Josie poked at a fat blueberry on the top of her pancake. “It’s not really something I get to choose, is it?”


  “Yes,” Alex said. “Because if you’re not all right with this, Josie, then I’ll stop seeing him.”


  “You like him?” Josie asked, staring down at her plate.


  “Yeah.”


  “And he likes you?”


  “I think so.”


  Josie lifted her gaze. “Then you shouldn’t worry about what anyone else thinks.”


  “I worry about what you think,” Alex said. “I don’t want you to feel like you’re any less important to me because of him.”


  “Just be responsible,” Josie answered, with a slow smile. “Every time you have sex, you can get pregnant or you can not get pregnant. That’s fifty-fifty.”


  Alex raised her brows. “Wow. I didn’t even think you were listening when I gave that speech.”


  Josie pressed her finger against a spot of maple syrup that had fallen onto the table, her eyes trained on the wood. “So, do you... like... love him?”


  The words seemed bruised, tender. “No,” Alex said quickly, because if she could convince Josie, then she surely could convince herself that what she felt for Patrick had everything to do with passion and nothing to do with... well... that. “It’s only been a few months.”


  “I don’t think there’s a grace period,” Josie said.


  Alex decided that the best road to take through this minefield was the one that would keep both Josie and herself from being hurt: pretend this was nothing, a fling, a fancy. “I wouldn’t know what being in love felt like if it hit me in the face,” she said lightly.


  “It’s not like on TV, like everything’s perfect all of a sudden.” Josie’s voice shrank until it was barely a thought. “It’s more like, once it happens, you spend all your time realizing how much can go wrong.”


  Alex looked up at her, frozen. “Oh, Josie.”


  “Anyway.”


  “I didn’t mean to make you—”


  “Let’s just drop it, okay?” Josie forced a smile. “He’s not bad-looking, you know, for someone that old.”


  “He’s a year younger than I am,” Alex pointed out.


  “My mother, the cradle robber.” Josie picked up the plate of pancakes and passed it. “These are getting cold.”


  Alex took the plate. “Thank you,” she said, but she held Josie’s gaze just long enough for her daughter to realize what Alex was really grateful for.


  Just then Patrick came creeping down the stairs. At the landing, he turned to give Alex a thumbs-up sign. “Patrick,” she called out. “Josie’s made us some pancakes.”


  ***


  Selena knew the party line—you were supposed to say that there was no difference between boys and girls—but she also knew if you asked any mom or nursery school teacher, they’d tell you differently, off the record. This morning, she sat on a park bench watching Sam negotiate a sandbox with a group of fellow toddlers. Two little girls were pretending to bake pizzas made out of sand and pebbles. The boy beside Sam was trying to demolish a dump truck by smashing it repeatedly into the sandbox’s wooden frame. No difference, Selena thought. Yeah, right.


  She watched with interest as Sam turned from the boy beside him and started to copy the girls, sifting sand into a bucket to make a cake.


  Selena grinned, hoping that this was some small clue that her son would grow up to act against stereotype and do whatever he was most comfortable doing. But did it work that way? Could you look at a child and see who he’d become? Sometimes when she studied Sam, she could glimpse the adult he’d be one day—it was there in his eyes, the shell of the man he would grow to inhabit. But it was more than physical attributes you could sometimes puzzle out. Would these little girls become stay-at-home Betty Crocker moms, or business entrepreneurs like Mrs. Fields? Would the little boy’s destructive behavior bloom into drug addiction or alcoholism? Had Peter Houghton shoved playmates or stomped on crickets or done something else as a child that might have predicted his future as a killer?


  The boy in the sandbox put down the truck and moved on to digging, seemingly to China. Sam abandoned his baking to reach for the plastic vehicle, and then he lost his balance and fell down, smacking his knee on the wooden frame.


  Selena was out of her seat in a shot, ready to scoop up her son before he started to bawl. But Sam glanced around at the other kids, as if realizing he had an audience. And although his little face furrowed and reddened, a raisin of pain, he didn’t cry.


  It was easier for girls. They could say This hurts, or I don’t like how this feels, and have the complaint be socially acceptable. Boys, though, didn’t speak that language. They didn’t learn it as children and they didn’t manage to pick it up as adults, either. Selena remembered last summer, when Jordan had gone fishing with an old friend whose wife had just filed for divorce. What did you talk about? she asked when Jordan came home.


  Nothing, Jordan had said. We were fishing.


  This had made no sense to Selena; they’d been gone for six hours. How could you sit beside someone in a small boat for that long and not have a heart-to-heart about how he was doing; if he was holding up in the wake of this crisis; if he worried about the rest of his life.


  She looked at Sam, who now had the dump truck in his hand and was rolling it across his former pizza. Change could come that quickly, Selena knew. She thought of how Sam would wrap his tiny arms around her and kiss her; how he’d come running to her if she held out her arms. But sooner or later he’d realize that his friends didn’t hold their mothers’ hands when they crossed the street; that they didn’t bake pizzas and cakes in the sandbox, instead they built cities and dug caverns. One day—in middle school, or even earlier—Sam would start to hole himself up in his room. He would shy away from her touch. He would grunt his responses, act tough, be a man.


  Maybe it was our own damn fault that men turned out the way they did, Selena thought. Maybe empathy, like any unused muscle, simply atrophied.


  ***


  Josie told her mother that she had gotten a summer job volunteering with the school system to tutor middle and elementary school kids in math. She talked about Angie, whose parents had split up during the school year and who had failed algebra as an indirect consequence. She described Joseph, a leukemia patient who’d missed school for treatment and had the hardest time understanding fractions. Every day at dinner, her mother would ask her about work, and Josie would have a story. The problem was, it was just that—a fiction. Joseph and Angie didn’t exist; and for that matter, neither did Josie’s tutoring job.


  This morning, like every morning, Josie left the house. She got on the Advance Transit bus and said hello to Rita, the driver who’d been on this route all summer. When the other passengers got off at the stop that was closest to the school, Josie stayed in her seat. She didn’t get up, in fact, until the very last stop—the one that was a mile south of the Whispering Pines Cemetery.


  She liked it there. At the cemetery, she didn’t run into anyone she didn’t feel like talking to. She didn’t have to speak at all if she wasn’t in the mood. Josie walked up the winding trail, which was so familiar to her by now that she could tell, with her eyes closed, when the pavement was going to make a dip and when it would veer left. She knew that the violently blue hydrangea bush was halfway to Matt’s grave; that you could smell honeysuckle when you were only steps away from it.


  By now, there was a headstone, a pristine block of white marble with Matt’s name carefully carved. Grass had started to grow. Josie sat down on the raised hummock of dirt, which was warm, as if the sun had been seeping into the earth and holding that heat in wait for her. She reached into her backpack and took out a bottle of water, a peanut butter sandwich, a bag of saltines.


  “Can you believe school’s starting in a week?” she said to Matt, because sometimes she did that. It wasn’t like she expected him to answer; it just felt better talking to him after so many months of not talking. “They’re not opening the real school yet, though. They said maybe by Thanksgiving, when the construction’s done.”


  What they were actually doing to the school was a mystery—Josie had driven by enough to know that the front hallway and library had been torn down, as had the cafeteria. She wondered if the administration was naïve enough to think that if they got rid of the scene of the crime, the students could be fooled into thinking it had never happened.


  She’d read somewhere that ghosts didn’t just hang around physical locations—that sometimes, a person could be haunted. Josie hadn’t really considered herself big on the paranormal, but this she believed. There were some memories, she knew, you could run from forever and never shake.


  Josie lay down, her hair spread over the newborn grass. “Do you like having me here?” she whispered. “Or would you tell me to get lost, if you were the one who could talk?”


  She didn’t want to hear the answer. She didn’t even really want to think about it. So she opened her eyes as wide as she could and stared into the sky, until the brilliant blue burned the backs of her eyes.


  ***


  Lacy stood in the men’s department at Filene’s, touching her hands to the bristled tweeds and hallowed blue and puckered seersucker fabrics of the sports jackets. She’d driven two hours to Boston so that she would have the best choices to outfit Peter for his trial. Brooks Brothers, Hugo Boss, Calvin Klein, Ermenegildo Zegna. They had been made in Italy, France, Britain, California. She peeked at a price tag, sucked in her breath, and then realized she did not care. This would most likely be the last time she would ever buy clothes for her son.


  Lacy moved systematically through the department. She picked up boxer shorts made of the finest Egyptian cotton, a packet of Ralph Lauren white tees, cashmere socks. She found khaki trousers—30 x 30. She plucked a button-down oxford shirt off a rack, because Peter had always hated having his collar peek out from a crewneck sweater. She chose a blue blazer, as Jordan had instructed. We want him dressed as if you’re sending him to Phillips Exeter, he had said.


  She remembered how, when Peter was around eleven, he’d developed an aversion to buttons. You’d think it would be easy to get around something like that, but it eliminated most pants. Lacy could remember driving to the ends of the earth to find elastic-waist flannel plaid pajama pants that might double for daily wear. She remembered seeing kids wearing pajama bottoms to school as recently as last year and wondering if Peter had started the trend, or simply been slightly out of sync.


  Even after Lacy had gathered what she needed, she continued to walk through the men’s department. She touched a rainbow of silk handkerchiefs that melted over her fingers, choosing one that was the color of Peter’s eyes. She rifled through leather belts—black, brown, stippled, alligator—and neckties printed with dots, with fleurs-de-lis, with stripes. She picked up a bathrobe that was so soft it nearly brought her to tears, shearling slippers, a cherry-red bathing suit. She shopped until the weight in her arms was as heavy as a child.


  “Oh, let me help you with those,” a saleswoman said, taking some of the items from her arms and carrying them to the counter. She began to fold them, one by one. “I know how it feels,” she said, smiling sympathetically. “When my son went away, I thought I was going to die.”


  Lacy stared at her. Was it possible that she wasn’t the only woman who had gone through something as awful as this? Once you had, like this salesperson, would you be able to pick others out of a crowd, as if there were a secret society of those mothers whose children cut them to the quick?


  “You think it’s forever,” the woman said, “but believe me, once they come home for Christmas break or summer vacation and start eating you out of house and home again, you’ll be wishing college was year-round.”


  Lacy’s face froze. “Right,” she said. “College.”


  “I’ve got a girl at the University of New Hampshire, and my son’s at Rochester,” the saleswoman said.


  “Harvard. That’s where my son’s going.”


  They had talked about it once—Peter liked the computer science department at Stanford better, and Lacy had joked around, saying she’d throw away any brochures from colleges west of the Mississippi, because they were so far away.


  The state prison was sixty miles south, in Concord.


  “Harvard,” the saleswoman said. “He must be a smart one.”


  “He is,” Lacy said, and she continued to tell this woman about Peter’s fictional transition to college, until the lie did not taste like licorice on her tongue; until she could nearly believe it herself.


  ***


  Just after three o’clock, Josie rolled over onto her belly, spread her arms wide, and pressed her face into the grass. It looked like she was trying to hold on to the ground, which, she supposed, wasn’t all that far from the truth. She breathed in deeply—usually, she smelled nothing but weeds and soil, but every now and then when it had just rained, she got the barest scent of ice and Pert shampoo, as if Matt were still himself just under that surface.


  She gathered the wrapper from her sandwich and her empty water bottle and put them into her backpack, then headed down the winding path to the cemetery gates. There was a car blocking the entrance—only twice this summer had Josie been present when a funeral procession came, and it had made her a little sick to her stomach. She started to walk faster, in the hope that she would be long gone and sitting on her Advance Transit bus before the service began—and then she realized that the car blocking the gates was not a hearse, not even black for that matter. It was the same car that had been parked in their driveway this morning, and Patrick was leaning against it with his arms crossed.


  “What are you doing here?” Josie asked.


  “I could ask you the same thing.”


  She shrugged. “It’s a free country.”


  Josie didn’t really have anything against Patrick Ducharme himself. He just made her nervous, on so many counts. She couldn’t look at him without thinking of That Day. But now she had to, because he also was her mother’s lover (how weird was it to say that?) and in a way, that was even more upsetting. Her mother was on cloud nine, falling in love, while Josie had to sneak off to a graveyard to visit her boyfriend.


  Patrick pushed himself off the car and took a step toward her. “Your mother thinks you’re teaching long division right now.”


  “Did she tell you to stalk me?” Josie said.


  “I prefer surveillance,” Patrick corrected.


  Josie snorted. She didn’t want to sound like such a snot, but she couldn’t help it. Sarcasm was like a force field; once she turned it off, he might be able to see that she was this close to falling to pieces.


  “Your mother doesn’t know I’m here,” Patrick said. “I wanted to talk to you.”


  “I’m going to miss my bus.”


  “Then I’ll drive you wherever you want to go,” he said, exasperated. “You know, when I’m doing my job, I spend a lot of time wishing I could turn back the clock—get to the rape victim before it happened, stake out the house before the thief comes by. I know what it’s like to feel like nothing you do or say is ever going to make things better. And I know what it’s like to wake up in the middle of the night replaying one moment over and over so vividly that you might as well be living it again. In fact, I bet you and I replay the same moment.”


  Josie swallowed. In all these months, out of all the well-meaning conversations she’d had with doctors and psychiatrists and even other kids from the school, no one had captured, so succinctly, what it felt like to be her. But she couldn’t let Patrick know that—couldn’t admit to her weakness, even though she had the feeling that he could spot it all the same. “Don’t pretend we have anything in common,” Josie said.


  “But we do,” Patrick replied. “Your mother.” He looked Josie in the eye. “I like her. A lot. And I’d like to know that you’re okay with that.”


  Josie felt her throat closing. She tried to remember Matt saying that he liked her; she wondered if anyone would ever say it again. “My mother’s a big girl. She can make her own decisions about who she f—”


  “Don’t,” Patrick interrupted.


  “Don’t what.”


  “Don’t say something you’re going to wish you hadn’t.”


  Josie stepped back, her eyes glittering. “If you think that buddying up to me is going to win her over, you’re wrong. You’re better off with flowers and chocolate. She couldn’t care less about me.”


  “That’s not true.”


  “You haven’t exactly been around long enough to know, have you?”


  “Josie,” Patrick said, “she’s crazy about you.”


  Josie felt herself choke on the truth, even harder to speak than it was to swallow. “But not as crazy as she is about you. She’s happy. She’s happy and I... I know I should be happy for her...”


  “But you’re here,” Patrick said, gesturing at the cemetery. “And you’re alone.”


  Josie nodded and burst into tears. She turned away, embarrassed, and then felt Patrick fold his arms around her. He didn’t say anything, and for that one moment, she even liked him—any word at all, even a well-meaning one, would have taken up the space where her hurt needed to be. He just let her cry until finally it all stopped, and Josie rested for a moment against his shoulder, wondering if this was only the eye of the storm or its endpoint.


  “I’m a bitch,” she whispered. “I’m jealous.”


  “I think she’d understand.”


  Josie drew away from him and wiped her eyes. “Are you going to tell her I come here?”


  “No.”


  She glanced up at him, surprised. She would have thought that he’d take her mother’s side.


  “You’re wrong, you know,” Patrick said.


  “About what?”


  “Being alone.”


  Josie glanced up the hill. You couldn’t see Matt’s grave from the gates, but it was still there—just like everything else about That Day. “Ghosts don’t count.”


  Patrick smiled. “Mothers do.”


  ***


  What Lewis hated the most was the sound of the metal doors slamming. It hardly mattered that, thirty minutes from now, he’d be able to leave the jail. What was important was that the inmates couldn’t. And that one of those inmates was the same boy he’d taught to ride a bike without training wheels; the same boy whose nursery school paperweight was still sitting on Lewis’s desk; the same boy he’d watched take his very first breath.


  He knew it would be a shock for Peter to see him—how many months had he told himself that this would be the week he got up the courage to see his son in jail, only to find another errand to run or paper to study? But, as a correctional officer opened up a door and led Peter into the visitation room, Lewis realized that he’d underestimated what a shock it would be for him to see Peter.


  He was bigger. Maybe not taller, but broader—his shoulders filled out his shirt; his arms had thickened with muscle. His skin was translucent, almost blue under this unnatural light. His hands didn’t stop moving—they were twitching at his sides and then, when he sat down, on the sides of the chair.


  “Well,” Peter said. “What do you know.”


  Lewis had rehearsed six or seven speeches, explanations of why he had not been able to bring himself to see his son, but when he saw Peter sitting there, only two words rose to his lips. “I’m sorry.”


  Peter’s mouth tightened. “For what? Blowing me off for six months?”


  “I was thinking,” Lewis admitted, “more like eighteen years.”


  Peter sat back in his chair, staring at Lewis. He forced himself to return the stare. Could Peter grant him absolution, even if Lewis still wasn’t entirely sure he could return the favor?


  Rubbing a hand down his face, Peter shook his head. Then he started to smile. Lewis felt his bones loosen, his muscles relax. Until this moment, he hadn’t really known what to expect from Peter. He could reason with himself all he wanted and assert that an apology would always be accepted; he could remind himself that he was the parent here, the one in charge—but all of that was extremely hard to remember when you were sitting in a visiting room at a jail, with a woman on your left who was trying to play footsie with her lover across that forbidden red line, and a man on your right who was cursing a blue streak.


  The smile on Peter’s face hardened, twisted into a sneer. “Fuck you,” he spat out. “Fuck you for coming here. You don’t give a shit about me. You don’t want to tell me you’re sorry. You just want to hear yourself say it. You’re here for yourself, not me.”


  Lewis’s head felt as if it were filled with stones. He bent forward, the stalk of his neck unable to bear the weight anymore, until he could rest his forehead in his hands. “I can’t do anything, Peter,” he whispered. “I can’t work, I can’t eat. I can’t sleep.” Then he lifted his face. “The new students, they’re coming onto the college campus right now. I look at them, out my window—they’re always pointing at the buildings or down Main Street or listening to the tour guides who take them across the courtyard—and I think of how much I was looking forward to doing those same things with you.”


  He had written a paper years ago, after Joey was born, about the exponential increases of happiness—the moments that the quotient changed by leaps and bounds after a triggering incident. What he’d concluded was that the outcome was variable, based not on the event that caused the happiness, but rather the state you were in when it happened. For example, the birth of your child was one thing when you were happily married and planning a family; it was something entirely different when you were sixteen and had gotten a girl knocked up. Cold weather was perfect if you were on a skiing vacation, but disappointing if you happened to be enjoying a week at the beach. A man who was once rich might be deliriously happy with a dollar in the middle of a depression; a gourmet chef would eat worms if stranded on a desert island. A father who’d hoped for a son that was educated and successful and independent might, under different circumstances, simply be happy to have him alive and safe, so that he could tell the boy he’d never stopped loving him.


  “But you know what they say about college,” Lewis said, sitting up a little straighter. “It’s overrated.”


  His words surprised Peter. “All those parents forking over forty thousand a year,” Peter said, smiling faintly. “And here I am, getting the most out of your tax dollar.”


  “What more could an economist ask for?” Lewis joked, although this wasn’t funny; never would be funny. And he realized that this was a sort of happiness, too: you would say anything—do anything—to keep your son smiling like that, as if there was something to still smile about, even if every word felt like you were swallowing glass.


  ***


  Patrick’s feet were crossed on the prosecutor’s desk, as Diana Leven scanned the reports that had come from ballistics days after the shooting, in preparation for his testimony at the trial. “There were two shotguns, which were never used,” Patrick explained, “and two matching handguns—Glock 17s—that were registered to a neighbor across the street. A retired cop.”


  Diana glanced up over the papers. “Lovely.”


  “Yeah. Well, you know cops. What’s the point of putting the gun in a locked cabinet when you have to get at it quickly? Anyway, Gun A is the one that was fired around most of the school—the striations on the bullets we recovered match it. Gun B was fired—ballistics told us that—but there hasn’t been a bullet recovered that matches its barrel. That gun was found jammed, on the floor of the locker room. Houghton was still holding Gun A when he was apprehended.”


  Diana leaned back in her chair, her fingers steepled in front of her chest. “McAfee’s going to ask you why Houghton would have pulled out Gun B at all in the locker room, if Gun A had worked so splendidly up till that point.”


  Patrick shrugged. “He might have used it to shoot Royston in the belly, and then when it jammed, switched back to Gun A. Or then again, it might be even simpler than that. Since the bullet from Gun B wasn’t recovered, it’s possible it was the very first shot fired. The slug could be lodged in the fiberglass insulation in the cafeteria, for all we know. It jammed, the kid switched to Gun A and stuffed the jammed gun in his pocket... and then at the end of his killing spree, he either discarded it or dropped it by accident.”


  “Or. I hate that word. It’s two letters long and stuffed to the gills with reasonable doubt—”


  She broke off as there was a knock at the door, and her secretary stuck her head inside. “Your two o’clock’s here.”


  Diana turned to him. “I’m preparing Drew Girard for testifying. Why don’t you stay for this one?”


  Patrick moved to a chair on the side of the room to give Drew the spot across from the prosecutor. The boy entered with a soft knock. “Ms. Leven?”


  Diana came around her desk. “Drew. Thanks for coming in.” She gestured at Patrick. “You remember Detective Ducharme?”


  Drew nodded at him. Patrick surveyed the boy’s pressed pants, his collared shirt, his manners on display. This was not the cocky, big-man-on-campus hockey star, as he had been painted by students during Patrick’s investigations, but then again, Drew had watched his best friend get killed; he’d been shot himself in the shoulder. Whatever world he had lorded over was gone now.


  “Drew,” Diana said, “we brought you in here because you got a subpoena, and that means you’re going to be testifying sometime next week. We’ll let you know when, for sure, as we get closer... but for now, I wanted to make sure you weren’t nervous about going to court. Today, we’ll go over some of the things you’ll be asked, and how the procedure works. If you have any questions, we can cover those as well. Okay?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Patrick leaned forward. “How’s the shoulder?”


  Drew swiveled to face him, unconsciously flexing that body part. “I still have to do physical therapy and stuff, but it’s a lot better. Except...” His voice trailed off.


  “Except what?” Diana asked.


  “I’ll miss hockey season this whole year.”


  Diana met Patrick’s eye; this was sympathy for a witness. “Do you think you’ll be able to play again, eventually?”


  Drew flushed. “The doctors say no, but I think they’re wrong.” He hesitated. “I’m a senior this year, and I was sort of counting on an athletic scholarship for college.”


  There was an uncomfortable silence, as no one acknowledged either Drew’s courage or the truth. “So, Drew,” Diana said. “When we get into court, I’ll start by asking your name, where you live, if you were in school that day.”


  “Okay.”


  “Let’s try it out a bit, all right? When you got to school that morning, what was your first class?”


  Drew sat up a little straighter. “American History.”


  “And second period?”


  “English.”


  “Where did you go after English class?”


  “I had third period free, and most people with free periods hang out in the caf.”


  “Is that where you went?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Was anyone with you?” Diana continued.


  “I went down by myself, but when I got there, I hung out with a bunch of people.” He looked at Patrick. “Friends.”


  “How long were you in the cafeteria?”


  “I don’t know, a half hour, maybe?”


  Diana nodded. “What happened then?”


  Drew looked down at his pants and drew his thumb along the crease. Patrick noticed that his hand was shaking. “We were all just, you know, talking... and then I heard this really big boom.”


  “Could you tell where the sound was coming from?”


  “No. I didn’t know what it was.”


  “Did you see anything?”


  “No.”


  “So,” Diana asked, “what did you do when you heard it?”


  “I made a joke,” Drew said. “I said it was probably the school lunch, igniting or something. Oh, finally, that radioactive mac and cheese.”


  “Did you stay in the cafeteria after the boom?”


  “Yeah.”


  “And then?”


  Drew looked down at his hands. “There was this sound like firecrackers. Before anyone could figure out what it was, Peter came into the cafeteria. He was carrying a knapsack and holding a gun, and he started shooting.”


  Diana held up her hand. “I’m going to stop you there for a moment, Drew.... When you’re on the stand, and you say that, I’ll ask you to look at the defendant and identify him for the record. Got it?”


  “Yes.”


  Patrick realized that he was not just seeing the shooting the way he’d have seen any other crime. He wasn’t even visualizing it playing out as a prequel to the chilling cafeteria videotape he’d watched. He was imagining Josie—one of Drew’s friends—sitting at a long table, hearing those firecrackers, not imagining in the least what came next.


  “How long have you known Peter?” Diana asked.


  “We both grew up in Sterling. We’ve been in the same school, like, forever.”


  “Were you friends?” Drew shook his head. “Enemies?”


  “No,” he said. “Not really enemies.”


  “Ever have any problems with him?”


  Drew glanced up. “No.”


  “Did you ever bully him?”


  “No, ma’am,” he said.


  Patrick felt his hands curl into fists. He knew, from interviewing hundreds of kids, that Drew Girard had stuffed Peter Houghton into lockers; had tripped him while he was walking down the stairs; had thrown spitballs into his hair. None of that condoned what Peter had done... but still. There was a kid rotting in jail; there were ten people decomposing in graves; there were dozens in rehab and corrective surgery; there were hundreds—like Josie—who still could not get through the day without bursting into tears; there were parents—like Alex—who trusted Diana to get justice done on their behalf. And this little asshole was lying through his teeth.


  Diana looked up from her notes and stared at Drew. “So if you get asked under oath whether you’ve ever picked on Peter, what’s your answer going to be?”


  Drew looked up at her, the bravado fading just enough for Patrick to realize he was scared to death that they knew something more than they were admitting to him. Diana glanced at Patrick and threw down her pen. That was all the invitation he needed—he was out of his chair in an instant, his hand grabbing Drew Girard’s throat. “Listen, you little fuck,” Patrick said, “don’t screw this up. We know what you did to Peter Houghton. We know you were sitting front and center. There are ten dead victims, and eighteen more who are never going to have the lives they thought they would, and there are so many families in this community that are never going to stop grieving that I can’t even count them. I don’t know what your game plan is here—if you want to play the choirboy to protect your reputation, or if you’re just scared to tell the truth—but believe me, if you get on that witness stand and you lie about your actions in the past, I will make sure you wind up in jail for obstruction of justice.”


  He let go of Drew and turned away, staring out the window in Diana’s office. He had no authority to arrest Drew for anything—even if the kid did perjure himself—much less send him to jail, but Drew would never know that. And maybe it was enough to scare him into behaving. Taking a deep breath, Patrick bent down and picked up the pen Diana had dropped and handed it to her.


  “Let me ask you again, Drew,” she said smoothly. “Did you ever bully Peter Houghton?”


  Drew glanced at Patrick and swallowed. Then he opened his mouth and started to speak.


  ***


  “It’s barbecued lasagna,” Alex announced after Patrick and Josie had each taken their first bite. “What do you think?”


  “I didn’t know you could barbecue lasagna,” Josie said slowly. She began to peel the noodles back from the cheese, as if she were scalping it.


  “How’s that work, exactly?” Patrick asked, reaching for the pitcher of water to refill his glass.


  “It was regular lasagna. But some of the insides spilled out into the oven, and there was all this smoke... and I was going to start over, but then I sort of realized that I was only adding an extra, charcoal sort of flavor into the mix.” She beamed. “Ingenious, right? I mean, I looked in all the cookbooks, Josie, and it’s never been done before, as far as I can tell.”


  “Go figure,” Patrick said, and he coughed into his napkin.


  “I actually like cooking,” Alex said. “I like taking a recipe and, you know, going off on a tangent to see what happens.”


  “Recipes are kind of like laws,” Patrick replied. “You might want to try to stick to them, before you commit a felony...”


  “I’m not hungry,” Josie said suddenly. She pushed her plate away, stood up, and ran upstairs.


  “The trial starts tomorrow,” Alex said, by way of explanation. She went after Josie, not even excusing herself first, because she knew Patrick would understand. Josie had slammed the door shut and turned up her music; it would do no good to knock. Alex turned the knob and stepped inside, reaching to the stereo to turn down the volume.


  Josie lay on her bed facedown, the pillow over her head. When Alex sat down on the mattress beside her, she didn’t move. “You want to talk about it?” Alex asked.


  “No,” Josie said, her voice muffled.


  Alex reached out and yanked the pillow off her head. “Try.”


  “It’s just—God, Mom—what’s wrong with me? It’s like the world’s started spinning again for everyone else, but I can’t even get back on the carousel. Even you two—you both must be thinking like crazy about the trial, too—but here you are, laughing and smiling like you can put what happened and what’s going to happen out of your head, when I can’t not think about it every waking second.” Josie looked up at Alex, her eyes filling with tears. “Everyone’s moved on. Everyone but me.”


  Alex put her hand on Josie’s arm and rubbed it. She could remember delighting in the sheer physical proof of Josie after she was born—that somehow, out of nothing, she’d created this tiny, warm, squirming, flawless creature. She’d spend hours on her bed with Josie beside her, touching her baby’s skin, her seed-pearl toes, the pulse of her fontanel. “Once,” Alex said, “when I was working as a public defender, a guy in the office threw a Fourth of July party for all the lawyers and their families. I took you, even though you were only about three years old. There were fireworks, and I looked away for a second to see them, and when I turned back you were gone. I started to scream, and someone noticed you—lying at the bottom of the pool.”


  Josie sat up, riveted by a story she had never heard before.


  “I dove in and dragged you out and gave you mouth-to-mouth, and you spit up. I couldn’t even speak, I was so scared. But you came back fighting and furious at me. You told me you’d been looking for mermaids, and I interrupted you.”


  Tucking her knees up under her chin, Josie smiled a little. “Really?”


  Alex nodded. “I said that next time, you had to take me with you.”


  “Was there a next time?”


  “Well, you tell me,” Alex said, and she hesitated. “You don’t need water to feel like you’re drowning, do you?”


  When Josie shook her head, the tears spilled over. She shifted, fitting herself into her mother’s arms.


  ***


  This, Patrick knew, was his downfall. For the second time in his life, he was growing so close to a woman and her child that he forgot he might not really be part of their family. He looked around the table at the detritus of Alex’s awful dinner and started clearing the untouched plates.


  The barbecued lasagna had congealed in its serving dish, a blackened brick. He piled the dishes in the sink and began to run warm water, then picked up a sponge and started to scrub.


  “Oh my gosh,” Alex said behind him. “You really are the perfect man.”


  Patrick turned, his hands still soapy. “Far from it.” He reached for a dish towel. “Is Josie—”


  “She’s fine. She’ll be fine. Or at least we’re both going to keep saying that until it’s true.”


  “I’m sorry, Alex.”


  “Who isn’t?” She straddled a kitchen chair and rested her cheek on its spine. “I’m going to the trial tomorrow.”


  “I wouldn’t have expected any less.”


  “Do you really think McAfee can get him acquitted?”


  Patrick folded the dish towel beside the sink and walked toward Alex. He knelt in front of her chair. “Alex,” he said, “that kid walked into the school like he was executing a battle plan. He started in the parking lot and set off a bomb to cause a distraction. He went around to the front of the school and took out a kid on the steps. He went into the cafeteria, shot at a bunch of kids, murdered some of them—and then he sat down and had a bowl of fucking cereal before he continued his killing spree. I don’t see how, presented with that kind of evidence, a jury could dismiss the charges.”


  Alex stared at him. “Tell me something... why was Josie lucky?”


  “Because she’s alive.”


  “No, I mean, why is she alive? She was in the cafeteria and the locker room. She saw people die all around her. Why didn’t Peter shoot her?”


  “I don’t know. Things happen that I don’t understand all the time. Some of them—well, they’re like the shooting. And some of them...” He covered Alex’s hand with his own where it gripped the chair rail. “Some of them aren’t.”


  Alex looked up at him, and Patrick was reminded again of how finding her—being with her—was like that first crocus you saw in the snow. Just when you assumed winter would last forever, this unexpected beauty could take you by surprise—and if you did not take your eyes off it, if you kept your focus, the rest of the snow would somehow melt.


  “If I ask you something, will you be honest with me?” Alex asked.


  Patrick nodded.


  “My lasagna wasn’t very good, was it?”


  He smiled at her through the slats of the chair. “Don’t give up your day job,” he said.


  ***


  In the middle of the night, when Josie could still not get to sleep, she slipped outside and lay down on the front lawn. She stared up at the sky, which clung so low by this time of the night that she could feel stars pricking her face. Out here, without her bedroom closing in around her, it was almost possible to believe that whatever problems she had were tiny, in the grand scheme of the universe.


  Tomorrow, Peter Houghton was going to be tried for ten murders. Even the thought of it—of that last murder—made Josie sick to her stomach. She could not go watch the trial, as much as she wanted to, because she was on a stupid witness list. Instead, she was sequestered, which was a fancy word for being kept clueless.


  Josie took a deep breath and thought about a social studies class she’d taken in middle school where they’d learned that someone—Eskimos, maybe?—believed stars were holes in the sky where people who’d died could peek through at you. It was supposed to be comforting, but Josie had always found it a little creepy, as if it meant she was being spied on.


  It also made her think of a really dumb joke about a guy walking past a mental institution with a high fence, who hears the patients chanting Ten! Ten! Ten! and goes to peek through a hole in the fence to see what’s going on... only to get poked in the eye with a stick and hear the patients chant Eleven! Eleven! Eleven!


  Matt had told her that joke.


  Maybe she’d even laughed.


  Here’s what the Eskimos don’t tell you: Those people on the other side, they have to go out of their way to watch you. But you can see them any old time. All you have to do is close your eyes.


  ***


  On the morning of her son’s murder trial, Lacy picked a black skirt out of her closet, along with a black blouse and black stockings. She dressed like she was headed to a funeral, but maybe that wasn’t so far off the mark. She ripped three pairs of hose because her hands were shaking, and finally decided to go without. By the end of the day her shoes would rub blisters on her feet, and Lacy thought maybe this was a good thing; maybe she could concentrate instead on a pain that made perfect sense.


  She did not know where Lewis was; if he was even going to the trial today. They hadn’t really spoken since the day she had tracked him to the graveyard, and he had taken to sleeping in Joey’s bedroom. Neither one of them went into Peter’s.


  But this morning, she forced herself to turn left instead of right at the landing, and she opened the door of Peter’s bedroom. After the police had come, she had put it back in some semblance of order, telling herself that she didn’t want Peter to come home to a place that had been ransacked. There were still gaping holes—the desk looked naked without its computer, the bookshelves half empty. She walked up to one and pulled down a paperback. The Picture of Dorian Gray, by Oscar Wilde. Peter had been reading it for English class when he was arrested. She wondered if he’d had the time to finish.


  Dorian Gray had a portrait that grew old and evil while he remained young and innocent-looking. Maybe the quiet, reserved mother who would testify for her son had a portrait somewhere that was ravaged with guilt, twisted with pain. Maybe the woman in that picture was allowed to cry and scream, to break down, to grab her son’s shoulders and say What have you done?


  She startled at the sound of someone opening the door. Lewis stood on the threshold, wearing the suit that he kept for conferences and college graduations. He was holding a blue silk tie in his hand and did not speak.


  Lacy took the tie out of Lewis’s hand and walked behind him. She noosed it around his neck, gently pulled the knot into place, and flipped down the collar. As she did, Lewis reached for her hand and didn’t let go.


  There weren’t words, really, for moments like this—when you realized that you’d lost one child and the other was slipping out of your reach. Still holding Lacy’s hand, Lewis led her out of Peter’s room. He closed the door behind them.


  ***


  At 6:00 a.m., when Jordan crept downstairs to read through his notes in preparation for the trial, he found a single place setting at the table: a bowl, a spoon, and a box of Cocoa Krispies—the meal he always used to kick off a battle. Grinning—Selena must have gotten up in the middle of the night to do this, since they’d headed up to bed together last night—he sat down and poured himself a healthy serving, then went into the fridge for the milk.


  A Post-it note had been stuck to the carton. GOOD LUCK.


  Just as Jordan sat down to eat, the telephone rang. He grabbed it—Selena and the baby were still asleep. “Hello?”


  “Dad?”


  “Thomas,” he said. “What are you doing up at this hour?”


  “Well, um, I sort of didn’t go to bed yet.”


  Jordan smiled. “Ah, to be young and collegiate again.”


  “Anyway, I just called to wish you luck. It starts today, right?”


  He looked down at his cereal and suddenly remembered the footage taken by the cafeteria video camera at Sterling High: Peter sitting down, just like this, to have a bowl of cereal, dead students flanking him. Jordan pushed the bowl away. “Yes,” he said. “It does.”


  ***


  The correctional officer opened up Peter’s cell and handed him a stack of folded clothes. “Time for the ball, Cinderella,” he said.


  Peter waited until he left. He knew his mother had bought these for him; she’d even left the tags on so that he could see they hadn’t come from Joey’s closet. They were preppy, the kind of clothes he imagined were worn to polo matches—not that he’d ever actually been to one to see.


  Peter stripped out of his jumpsuit and pulled on the boxer shorts, the socks. He sat down on his bunk to pull up his trousers, which were a little tight at the waist. He buttoned the shirt wrong the first time and had to do it over. He didn’t know how to do his tie right. He rolled it up and stuffed it into his pocket so that Jordan could help him.


  There wasn’t a mirror in his cell, but Peter imagined he looked ordinary now. If you beamed him from this jail into a crowded New York street or into the stands of a football game, people probably wouldn’t glance twice at him; wouldn’t realize that underneath all that washed wool and Egyptian cotton was someone they’d never imagine. Or in other words, after all this, nothing had changed.


  He was about to leave the cell when he realized he had not been given a bulletproof vest, as he had for the arraignment. It probably wasn’t because he was any less hated now; more likely, it had been an oversight. He started to ask the guard about it, but then snapped his mouth shut.


  Maybe, for the first time in his life, Peter had gotten lucky.


  ***


  Alex dressed like she was going to work, which she was, except not as a judge. She wondered what it would be like to sit in court in the role of civilian. She wondered if the grieving mother from the arraignment would be there.


  She knew it was going to be hard to listen to this trial, and to understand all over again how close she had come to losing Josie. Alex was through pretending that she was listening only because it was her job; she was listening because she had to. One day Josie would remember and would need someone to hold her upright; and since Alex hadn’t been there the first time to protect Josie, she’d bear witness now.


  She hurried downstairs and found Josie sitting at the kitchen table, dressed in a skirt and blouse. “I’m going,” she announced.


  It was déjà vu—this was exactly what had happened the day of Peter’s arraignment, except that seemed so long ago, and she and Josie had both been very different people back then. Today, she was on the defense’s witness list, but she hadn’t been served with a subpoena, which meant that she didn’t actually have to be in the courthouse at all during the trial.


  “I know I can’t go in, but Patrick’s sequestered, too, isn’t he?”


  The last time Josie had asked to go to court, Alex had flatly refused. This time, though, she sat down across from Josie. “Do you have any idea what it’s going to be like? There are going to be cameras, lots of them. And kids in wheelchairs. And angry parents. And Peter.”


  Josie’s gaze fell into her lap like a stone. “You’re trying to keep me from going again.”


  “No, I’m trying to keep you from getting hurt.”


  “I didn’t get hurt,” Josie said. “That’s why I have to go.”


  Five months ago, Alex had made this decision for her daughter. Now she knew that Josie deserved to speak for herself. “I’ll meet you in the car,” she said calmly. She held this mask until Josie closed the door behind herself, and then bolted upstairs to the bathroom and got sick.


  She was afraid that reliving the shooting, even from a distance, would rattle Josie past the point of recovery. But mostly she worried that for the second time, she would be powerless to keep her daughter from being hurt.


  Alex rested her forehead against the cool porcelain lip of the bathtub. Then, standing, she brushed her teeth and splashed her face with water. She hurried to the car, where her daughter was already waiting.


  ***


  Because the sitter was late, Jordan and Selena found themselves fighting the crowd on the courtroom steps. Selena had been expecting it—and still wasn’t entirely prepared for the hordes of reporters, the television vans, the spectators holding up their camera phones to capture a snapshot of the melee.


  Jordan was playing the villain today—the vast majority of the onlookers were from Sterling, and since Peter would be transported to the court via underground tunnel, Jordan was their fall guy. “How do you sleep at night?” a woman shouted as Jordan hurried up the steps past her. Another held up a sign: There’s still a death penalty in NH.


  “Ooh boy,” Jordan said under his breath. “This is gonna be a fun one.”


  “You’ll be fine,” Selena replied.


  But he had stopped moving. There was a man standing on the steps holding up a piece of posterboard with two large mounted photos—one of a girl, one of a pretty woman. Kaitlyn Harvey, Selena realized, recognizing the face. And her mother. At the top of the display were two words: NINETEEN MINUTES.


  Jordan met the man’s gaze. Selena knew what he was thinking—that this could be him, that he had just as much to lose. “I’m sorry,” Jordan murmured, and Selena looped her arm through his and pulled him up the stairs again.


  There was a different crowd up here, though. They wore startling yellow shirts with BVA printed across the chest, and they were chanting: “Peter, you are not alone. Peter, you are not alone.”


  Jordan leaned closer to her. “What the fuck is this?”


  “The Bullied Victims of America.”


  “You must be joking,” Jordan said. “They exist?”


  “You better believe it,” Selena said.


  Jordan started to smile for the first time since they’d started driving to court. “And you found them for us?”


  Selena squeezed his arm. “You can thank me later,” she said.


  ***


  His client looked like he was going to faint. Jordan nodded at the deputy who let him into the holding cell where Peter was being kept at the courthouse, and then sat down. “Breathe,” he commanded.


  Peter nodded and filled up his lungs. He was shaking. Jordan had expected this, had seen it at the start of every trial he’d ever been a part of. Even the most hardened criminal suddenly panicked when he realized that this was the day his life was on the line. “I’ve got something for you,” Jordan said, and he took a pair of glasses out of his pocket.


  They were thick and tortoiseshell, Coke-bottle glasses, very different from the thin wire ones Peter usually wore. “I don’t,” Peter said, and then his voice cracked. “I don’t need new ones.”


  “Well, take them anyway.”


  “Why?”


  “Because everyone will notice these on your face,” Jordan said. “I want you to look like someone who could never in a million years see well enough to shoot ten people.”


  Peter’s hands curled around the metal edge of the bench. “Jordan? What’s going to happen to me?”


  There were some clients you had to lie to, just so that they’d get through the trial. But at this point, Jordan thought he owed Peter the truth. “I don’t know, Peter. You haven’t got a great case, because of all the evidence against you. The likelihood of you being acquitted is slim, but I’m still going to do whatever I can for you. Okay?” Peter nodded. “All I want you to do is try to be quiet out there. Look pathetic.”


  Peter bowed his head, his face contorting. Yes, just like that, Jordan thought, and then he realized that Peter had started to cry.


  Jordan walked toward the front of the cell. This, too, was a familiar moment for him as a defense attorney. Jordan usually allowed his client to have this final breakdown in private before they went into the courtroom. It was none of his business, and to be honest, Jordan was all about business. But he could hear Peter sobbing behind him; and in that sad song was one note that reached right down into Jordan. Before he could think better of it, he had turned around and was sitting on the bench again. He wrapped an arm around Peter, felt the boy relax against him. “It’s going to be okay,” he said, and he hoped he was not lying.


  ***


  Diana Leven surveyed the packed gallery, then asked a bailiff to turn off the lights. She pushed the button on her laptop, beginning her PowerPoint presentation.


  The screen beside Judge Wagner filled with an image of Sterling High School. There was a blue sky in the background and some cotton-candy clouds. A flag snapped in the wind. Three school buses were lined up like a caravan in the front circle. Diana let this picture stand alone, in silence, for fifteen seconds.


  The courtroom grew so quiet you could hear the hum of the transcriptionist’s laptop.


  Oh, God, Jordan thought. I have to sit through this for the next three weeks.


  “This is what Sterling High School looked like on March 6, 2007. It was 7:50 a.m., and school had just started. Courtney Ignatio was in chemistry class, taking a quiz. Whit Obermeyer was in the main office getting a late pass, because he’d had car trouble that morning. Grace Murtaugh was leaving the nurse’s office, where she’d taken some Tylenol for a headache. Matt Royston was in history class with his best friend, Drew Girard. Ed McCabe was writing homework on the blackboard for the math classes he taught. There was nothing to suggest to any of these people or any other members of the Sterling High School community at 7:50 a.m. on March sixth that this was anything other than a typical school day.”


  Diana clicked a button, and a new photo appeared: Ed McCabe, lying on the floor with his intestines spilling out of his stomach as a sobbing student pressed both hands against the gaping wound. “This is what Sterling High School looked like at 10:19 a.m. on March 6, 2007. Ed McCabe never got to give his homework assignment to his math class, because nineteen minutes earlier, Peter Houghton, a seventeen-year-old junior at Sterling High School, burst through the doors with a knapsack that contained four guns—two sawed-off shotguns, as well as two fully loaded, semiautomatic 9-millimeter pistols.”


  Jordan felt a tug on his arm. “Jordan,” Peter whispered.


  “Not now.”


  “But I’m going to be sick...”


  “Swallow it,” Jordan ordered.


  Diana flicked back to the previous slide, the picture-perfect image of Sterling High. “I told you, ladies and gentlemen, that none of the people in Sterling High School had any inclination this would be something other than a typical school day. But one person did know that it was going to be different.” She walked toward the defense table and pointed directly at Peter, who stared steadfastly down at his lap. “On the morning of March 6, 2007, Peter Houghton started his day by loading a blue knapsack with four guns and the makings of a bomb, plus enough ammunition to potentially kill one hundred and ninety-eight people. The evidence will show that when he arrived at the school, he set up this bomb in Matt Royston’s car to divert attention away from himself. While it exploded, he walked up the front steps of the school and shot Zoe Patterson. Then, in the hallway, he shot Alyssa Carr. He made his way to the cafeteria and shot Angela Phlug and Maddie Shaw—his first casualty—and Courtney Ignatio. As students started running away, he shot Haley Weaver and Brady Pryce, Natalie Zlenko, Emma Alexis, Jada Knight, and Richard Hicks. Then, as the wounded were sobbing and dying all around him, do you know what Peter Houghton did? He sat down in the cafeteria and he had a bowl of Rice Krispies.”


  Diana let this information sink in. “When he finished, he picked up his gun and left the cafeteria, shooting Jared Weiner, Whit Obermeyer, and Grace Murtaugh in the hall, and Lucia Ritolli—a French teacher trying to shepherd her students to safety. He stopped off in the boys’ bathroom and shot Steven Babourias, Min Horuka, and Topher McPhee; and then went into the girls’ bathroom and shot Kaitlyn Harvey. He continued upstairs and shot Ed McCabe, the math teacher, John Eberhard, and Trey MacKenzie before reaching the gym and firing at Austin Prokiov, Coach Dusty Spears, Noah James, Justin Friedman, and Drew Girard. Finally, in the locker room, the defendant shot Matthew Royston twice—once in the stomach, and again in the head. You might remember that name—it’s the owner of the car that Peter Houghton bombed at the very beginning of his rampage.”


  Diana faced the jury. “This entire spree lasted nineteen minutes in the life of Peter Houghton, but the evidence will show that its effects will last forever. And there’s a lot of evidence, ladies and gentlemen. There are a lot of witnesses, and there’s a lot of testimony to come... but by the end of this trial, you will be convinced beyond a reasonable doubt that Peter Houghton purposefully and knowingly, with premeditation, caused the deaths of ten people and attempted to cause the deaths of nineteen others at Sterling High School.”


  She walked toward Peter. “In nineteen minutes, you can mow the front lawn, color your hair, watch a third of a hockey game. You can bake scones or get a tooth filled by a dentist. You can fold laundry for a family of five. Or, as Peter Houghton knows... in nineteen minutes, you can bring the world to a screeching halt.”


  ***


  Jordan walked toward the jury, his hands in his pockets. “Ms. Leven told you that on the morning of March 6, 2007, Peter Houghton walked into Sterling High School with a knapsack full of loaded weapons, and he shot a lot of people. Well, she’s right. The evidence is going to show that, and we don’t dispute it. We know that it’s a tragedy for both the people who died and those who will live with the aftermath. But here’s what Ms. Leven didn’t tell you: when Peter walked into Sterling High School that morning, he had no intention of becoming a mass murderer. He walked in intending to defend himself from the abuse he’d suffered for twelve straight years.


  “On Peter’s first day of school,” Jordan continued, “his mother put him on the kindergarten bus with a brand-new Superman lunch box. By the end of the ride to the school, that lunch box had been thrown out the window. Now, all of us have childhood memories of other kids teasing us or being cruel, and most of us are able to shake that off, but Peter Houghton’s life wasn’t one where these things happened occasionally. From that very first day in kindergarten, Peter experienced a daily barrage of taunting, tormenting, threatening, and bullying. This child has been stuffed into lockers, had his head shoved into toilets, been tripped and punched and kicked. He has had a private email spammed out to an entire school. He’s had his pants pulled down in the middle of the cafeteria. Peter’s reality was a world where, no matter what he did—no matter how small and insignificant he made himself—he was still always the victim. And as a result, he started to turn to an alternate world: one created by himself in the safety of HTML code. Peter set up his own website, created video games, and filled them with the kind of people he wished were surrounding him.”


  Jordan ran his hand along the railing of the jury box. “One of the witnesses you’re going to hear from is Dr. King Wah. He’s a forensic psychiatrist who’s examined Peter and has spoken with him. He’s going to explain to you that Peter was suffering from an illness called post-traumatic stress disorder. It’s a complicated medical diagnosis, but it’s a real one—and children who have it can’t distinguish between an immediate threat and a distant threat. Even though you and I might be able to walk down the hall and spy a bully who’s paying no attention to us, Peter would see that same person and his heart rate would speed up... his body would sidle a little closer to the wall... because Peter was sure he’d be noticed, threatened, beaten, and hurt. Dr. Wah will not only tell you about studies that have been done on children like Peter, he’ll tell you how Peter was directly affected by the years and years of torment at the hands of the Sterling High School community.”


  Jordan faced the jurors again. “Do you remember earlier this week, when we were talking to you about whether you’d be an appropriate juror to sit on this case? One of the things I asked each and every one of you during that process was whether you understood that you needed to listen to the evidence in the courtroom and apply the law as the judge instructs you. As much as we learned from civics class in eighth grade or Law & Order on Wednesday-night TV... until you’re here listening to the evidence and hearing the instructions of the court, you don’t know what the rules really are.”


  He held the gaze of each juror in turn. “For example, when most people hear the term self-defense, they assume it means that someone is holding up a gun, or a knife to the throat—that there’s an immediate physical threat. But in this case, self-defense may not mean what you think. And what the evidence will show, ladies and gentlemen, is that the person who walked into Sterling High and fired all those shots was not a premeditated, cold-blooded killer, as the prosecution wants you to believe.” Jordan walked behind the defense table and put his hands on Peter’s shoulders. “He was a very scared boy who had asked for protection... and had never received it.”


  ***


  Zoe Patterson kept biting her nails, even though her mother had told her not to do that; even though a zillion pairs of eyes and (holy cow) television cameras were focused on her as she sat on the witness stand. “What did you have after French class?” the prosecutor asked. She’d already gone through her name, address, and the beginning of that horrible day.


  “Math, with Mr. McCabe.”


  “Did you go to class?”


  “Yes.”


  “And what time did that class start?”


  “Nine-forty,” Zoe said.


  “Did you see Peter Houghton at all before math class?”


  She couldn’t help it, she let her glance slide toward Peter sitting at the defense table. Here was the weird thing—she had been a freshman last year and didn’t know him at all. And even now, even after he’d shot her, if she’d walked down a street and passed him, she didn’t think she would have recognized him.


  “No,” Zoe said.


  “Anything unusual happen at math class?”


  “No.”


  “Did you stay for the entire period?”


  “No,” Zoe said. “I had an orthodontist appointment at ten-fifteen, so I left a little before ten to sign out in the office and wait for my mom.”


  “Where was she going to meet you?”


  “On the front steps. She was just going to drive up.”


  “Did you sign out of school?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did you go to the front steps?”


  “Yes.”


  “Was anyone else out there?”


  “No. Class was in session.”


  She watched the prosecutor pull out a big overhead photograph of the school and the parking lot, the way it used to be. Zoe had driven by the construction, and now there was a big fence around the entire area. “Can you show me where you were standing?” Zoe pointed. “Let the record show that the witness pointed to the front steps of Sterling High,” Ms. Leven said. “Now, what happened while you were standing and waiting for your mother?”


  “There was an explosion.”


  “Did you know where it came from?”


  “Somewhere behind the school,” Zoe said, and she glanced at that big poster again, as if it might even now just detonate.


  “What happened next?”


  Zoe rubbed her hand over her leg. “He... he came around the side of the school and started to come up the steps...”


  “By ‘he,’ do you mean the defendant, Peter Houghton?”


  Zoe nodded, swallowing. “He came up the steps and I looked at him and he... he pointed a gun and shot me.” She was blinking too fast now, trying not to cry.


  “Where did he shoot you, Zoe?” the prosecutor asked gently.


  “In the leg.”


  “Did Peter say anything to you before he shot you?”


  “No.”


  “Did you know who he was at that point in time?”


  Zoe shook her head. “No.”


  “Did you recognize his face?”


  “Yes, from around school and all...”


  Ms. Leven turned her back to the jury and gave Zoe a little wink, which made her feel better. “What kind of gun was he using, Zoe? Was it a small gun he held in one hand, or a big gun that he carried with two hands?”


  “A small gun.”


  “How many times did he shoot?”


  “One.”


  “Did he say anything after he shot you?”


  “I don’t remember,” Zoe said.


  “What did you do?”


  “I wanted to get away from him, but my leg felt like it was on fire. I tried to run but I couldn’t do it—I just sort of crumpled and fell down the stairs, and then I couldn’t move my arm either.”


  “What did the defendant do?”


  “He went into the school.”


  “Did you see which way he went?”


  “No.”


  “How’s your leg now?” the prosecutor asked.


  “I still need a cane,” Zoe said. “I got an infection because the bullet blew fabric from my jeans into my leg. The tendon’s attached to the scar tissue, and that’s still really sensitive. The doctors don’t know if they want to do another surgery, because it might do more damage.”


  “Zoe, were you on a sports team last year?”


  “Soccer,” she said, and she looked down at her leg. “Today they start practice for the season.”


  Ms. Leven turned to the judge. “Nothing further,” she said. “Zoe, Mr. McAfee might have a few questions for you.”


  The other lawyer stood up. Zoe was nervous about this part, because even though she’d gotten to rehearse with the prosecutor, she had no idea what Peter’s attorney would ask her. It was like any other exam; she wanted to have the right answers. “When Peter was holding the gun, he was about three feet away from you?” the lawyer asked.


  “Yes.”


  “He didn’t look like he was running right toward you, did he?”


  “I guess not.”


  “He looked like he was just trying to run up the stairs, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “And you were just waiting on the stairs, correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “So it’s fair to say that you were in the wrong place at the wrong time?”


  “Objection,” Ms. Leven said.


  The judge—a big man with a mane of white hair who sort of scared Zoe—shook his head. “Overruled.”


  “No further questions,” the lawyer said, and then Ms. Leven rose again. “After Peter went inside,” she asked, “what did you do?”


  “I started screaming for help.” Zoe looked into the gallery, trying to find her mother. If she looked at her mother, then she could say what she had to say next, because it was already over and that was what you had to keep remembering, no matter how much it felt like it wasn’t. “At first nobody came,” Zoe murmured. “And then... then everybody did.”


  ***


  Michael Beach had seen Zoe Patterson leaving the room where the witnesses were sequestered. It was a weird collection of kids—everyone from losers like himself to popular kids like Brady Pryce. Even stranger, no one seemed to be inclined to break into their usual pods—the geeks in one corner, the jocks in another, and so on. Instead, they’d all just sat down next to each other at the one long conference table. Emma Alexis—who was one of the cool, beautiful girls—was now paralyzed from the waist down, and she rolled her wheelchair up right beside Justin. She’d asked him if she could have half of his glazed donut.


  “When Peter first came into the gym,” the prosecutor asked, “what did he do?”


  “Wave a gun around,” Michael said.


  “Could you see what kind of gun it was?”


  “Well, like a smallish one.”


  “A handgun?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did he say anything?”


  Michael glanced at the defense table. “He said ‘All you jocks, front and center.’”


  “What happened?”


  “A kid started to run toward him, like he was going to take him down.”


  “Who was that?”


  “Noah James. He’s—he was—a senior. Peter shot him, and he just collapsed.”


  “Then what happened?” the prosecutor asked.


  Michael took a deep breath. “Peter said, ‘Who’s next?’ and my friend Justin grabbed me and started dragging me to the door.”


  “How long had you and Justin been friends?”


  “Since third grade,” Michael said.


  “And then?”


  “Peter must have seen something moving, so he turned around and he just started to shoot.”


  “Did he hit you?”


  Michael shook his head and pressed his lips together.


  “Michael,” the prosecutor said gently, “who did he hit?”


  “Justin got in front of me when the shooting started. And then he... he fell down. There was blood everywhere and I was trying to stop it, like they do on TV, by pushing on his stomach. I wasn’t paying any attention to anything anymore, except Justin, and then all of a sudden I felt a gun press up against my head.”


  “What happened?”


  “I closed my eyes,” Michael said. “I thought he was going to kill me.”


  “And then?”


  “I heard this noise, and when I opened my eyes, he was pulling out the thing that had all the bullets in it and jamming in another one.”


  The prosecutor walked up to a table and held up a gun clip. Just seeing it in her hand made Michael shudder. “Is this what went into the gun?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  “What happened after that?”


  “He didn’t shoot me,” Michael said. “Three people ran across the gym, and he followed them into the locker room.”


  “And Justin?”


  “I watched it,” Michael whispered. “I watched his face while he died.”


  It was the first thing he saw in the morning when he awakened, and the last thing he saw before he went to bed: that moment where the shine in Justin’s eyes just dulled. When the life left a person, it wasn’t by degrees. It was instant, like someone pulling down a shade on a window.


  The prosecutor came closer. “Michael,” she said, “you all right?”


  He nodded.


  “Were you and Justin jocks?”


  “Not even close,” he admitted.


  “Were you part of the popular crowd?”


  “No.”


  “Had you and Justin ever been bullied by anyone in school?”


  Michael glanced, for the first time, at Peter Houghton. “Who hasn’t?” he said.


  ***


  As Lacy waited for her turn to speak on Peter’s behalf, she thought back to the first time she realized she could hate her own child.


  Lewis had a bigwig economist from London coming to dinner, and in preparation, Lacy had taken the day off work to clean. Although she had no doubts about her prowess as a midwife, the nature of her work meant that toilets didn’t get cleaned on a regular basis; that dust bunnies bloomed beneath the furniture. Usually, she didn’t care—she thought a house that was lived in was preferential to one that was sterile—unless company was coming over; then pride kicked in. So that morning, she’d gotten up, made breakfast, and had already dusted the living room by the time Peter—a sophomore, then—threw himself angrily into a chair at the kitchen table. “I have no clean underwear,” he fumed, although the rule in the house was that when his laundry bin filled, he had to do his own wash—there was so little that Lacy ever asked him to do, she didn’t think this one task was unreasonable. Lacy had suggested that he borrow some from his father, but Peter was disgusted by that, and she decided to let him figure it out on his own. She had enough on her plate.


  She usually let Peter’s room stand in utter pigsty disarray, but as she passed by that morning, she noticed his laundry bin. Well, she was already home working, and he was at school. She could do this one thing for him. By the time Peter got home that day, Lacy had not only vacuumed and scrubbed the floors, cooked a four-course meal, and cleaned the kitchen—she had also washed, dried, and folded three loads of Peter’s laundry. They were piled on the bed, clean clothing that covered the entire six-foot span of the mattress, segregated into pants, shirts, undershorts. All he had to do was set them into his closet, his drawers.


  Peter arrived, sullen and moody, and immediately hurried upstairs to his room and his computer—the place he spent most of his time. Lacy—arm deep in the toilet, at that point, scouring—waited for him to notice what she’d done for him. But instead, she heard him groan. “God! I’m supposed to put all this away?” Then he slammed his bedroom door so loud that the house shook around her.


  Suddenly, Lacy couldn’t see straight. She had—of her own volition—done something nice for her son—her ridiculously spoiled son—and this was how he acted in return? She rinsed off the scrubbing gloves and left them in the sink. Then she stomped upstairs to Peter’s room and threw open the door. “What is your problem?”


  Peter glared at her. “What’s your problem? Look at this mess.”


  Something inside Lacy had snapped like a filament, igniting her. “Mess?” she repeated. “I cleaned up the mess. You want to see a mess?” She reached past Peter, knocking over a pile of neatly folded T-shirts. She grabbed his boxer shorts and threw them on the floor. She shoved his pants off the bed, hurled them at his computer, so that his tower of CD-ROMs fell over and the silver disks scattered. “I hate you!” Peter yelled, and without missing a beat, Lacy yelled back, “I hate you, too!” Only then did she realize that she and Peter were now the same height; that she was arguing with a child who stood eye-level with her.


  She backed out of Peter’s room, and he slammed the door behind her. Almost immediately, Lacy burst into tears. She hadn’t meant it—of course she hadn’t. She loved Peter. She just, at that moment, hated what he’d said; what he’d done. When she knocked, he wouldn’t answer. “Peter,” she said. “Peter, I’m sorry I said that.”


  She held her ear to the door, but there was no sound coming from the inside. Lacy had gone back downstairs and finished cleaning the bathroom. She had moved like a zombie through dinner, making conversation with the economist without really knowing what she was saying. Peter had not joined them. She did not see him, in fact, until the next morning, when Lacy went to wake him up and found his room already empty—and spotless. The clothes had been refolded and placed in their drawers. The bed was made. The CDs organized again, in their tower.


  Peter was sitting at the kitchen table, eating a bowl of cereal, when Lacy went downstairs. He did not meet her eyes, and she did not meet his—the ground between them was still too tender for that. But she poured him a glass of juice and set it on the table. He said thank you.


  They never spoke of what they’d said to each other, and Lacy had vowed to herself that no matter how frustrating it got, being the parent of a teenage boy, no matter how selfish and self-centered Peter became, she would never again let herself reach a point where she truly, viscerally hated her own son.


  But as the victims of Sterling High told their stories in a courtroom just down the hall from where Lacy sat, she hoped that she wasn’t too late.


  ***


  At first, Peter didn’t recognize her. The girl who was being led up the ramp by a nurse—the girl whose hair had been cropped to fit underneath bandages and whose face was twisted with scar tissue and bone that had been broken and carved away—settled herself inside the witness box in a way that reminded him of fish being introduced to a new tank. They’d swim around the perimeter gingerly, as if they knew they had to assess the dangers of this new place before they could even begin to function.


  “Can you state your name for the record?” the prosecutor asked.


  “Haley,” the girl said softly. “Haley Weaver.”


  “Last year, you were a senior at Sterling High?”


  Her mouth rounded, flattened. The pink scar that curved like the seam on a baseball over her temple grew darker, an angry red. “Yes,” she said. She closed her eyes, and a tear slid down her hollow cheek. “I was the homecoming queen.” She bent forward, rocking slightly as she cried.


  Peter’s chest hurt, as if it were going to explode. He thought maybe he would just die on the spot and save everyone the trouble of going through this. He was afraid to look up, because if he did he would have to see Haley Weaver again.


  Once, when he was little, he’d been playing with a Nerf football in his parents’ bedroom and he knocked over an antique perfume bottle that had belonged to his great-grandmother. It was made out of glass and it broke into pieces. His mother told him she knew it was an accident, and she’d glued it back together. She kept it on her dresser, and every time he passed by he saw the lines. For years, he’d thought that might have been worse than being punished in the first place.


  “Let’s take a short recess,” Judge Wagner said, and Peter let his head sink down to the defense table, a weight too heavy to bear.


  ***


  The witnesses were sequestered by side, prosecution in one room and defense in another. The policemen had their own room, too. Witnesses were not supposed to see each other, but nobody really noticed if you left to go to the cafeteria to get a cup of coffee or a donut, and Josie had taken to leaving for hours at a time. It was there that she’d run into Haley, who’d been drinking orange juice through a straw. Brady was with her, holding the cup so she could reach it.


  They’d been happy to see Josie, but she was glad when they left. It hurt, physically, to have to smile at Haley and pretend that you weren’t staring at the pits and gullies of her face. She’d told Josie that she had already had three operations with a plastic surgeon in New York City who had donated his services.


  Brady never let go of her hand; sometimes he ran his fingers through her hair. It made Josie want to cry, because she knew that when he looked at Haley, he was still able to see her in a way that no one else would again.


  There were others there, too, that Josie hadn’t seen since the shooting. Teachers, like Ms. Ritolli and Coach Spears, who came over to say hello. The DJ who ran the radio station at the school, the honors student with the really bad acne. They all cycled through the cafeteria while she sat and nursed a cup of coffee.


  She glanced up when Drew flung himself into a chair across from her. “How come you’re not in the room with the rest of us?”


  “I’m on the defense’s list.” Or, as she was sure everyone in the other room thought of it, the traitors’ side.


  “Oh,” Drew said, as if he understood, although Josie was sure he didn’t. “You ready for this?”


  “I don’t have to be ready. They’re not actually going to call me.”


  “Then why are you here?”


  Before she could answer, Drew waved, and then she realized John Eberhard had arrived. “Dude,” Drew said, and John headed toward them. He walked with a limp, she noticed, but he was walking. He leaned down to high-five Drew and when he did, Josie could see the pucker in his scalp where the bullet had entered his head.


  “Where have you been?” Drew asked, making room for John to sit down beside him. “I thought I’d see you around this summer, for sure.”


  He nodded at them. “I’m... John.”


  Drew’s smile faded like paint.


  “This... is...”


  “This is fucking unbelievable,” Drew murmured.


  “He can hear you,” Josie snapped, and she crouched down in front of John. “Hi, John. I’m Josie.”


  “Jooooz.”


  “Right. Josie.”


  “I’m... John,” he said.


  John Eberhard had played goalie on the all-star state hockey team since his freshman year. Whenever the team won, the coach had always credited John’s reflexes.


  “Shoooo,” he said, and he shuffled his foot.


  Josie looked down at the undone Velcro strap of John’s sneaker. “There you go,” she said, fixing it for him.


  Suddenly she could not stand being here, seeing this. “I’ve got to get back,” Josie said, standing up. As she walked away, blindly turning the corner, she crashed into someone. “Sorry,” she murmured, and then heard Patrick’s voice.


  “Josie? You all right?”


  She shrugged, and then she shook her head.


  “That makes two of us.”


  Patrick was holding a cup of coffee and a donut. “I know,” he said. “I’m a walking cliché. You want it?” He held the pastry out to her, and she took it, even though she wasn’t hungry. “You coming or going?”


  “Coming,” she lied, before she even realized she was doing it.


  “Then keep me company for a few minutes.” He led her to a table across the room from Drew and John; she could feel them looking at her, wondering why she might be hanging out with a cop. “I hate the waiting part,” Patrick said.


  “At least you’re not nervous about testifying.”


  “Sure I am.”


  “Don’t you do this all the time?”


  Patrick nodded. “But that doesn’t make it any easier to get up in front of a room full of people. I don’t know how your mom does it.”


  “So what do you do to get over the stage fright? Imagine the judge in his underwear?”


  “Well, not this judge,” Patrick said, and then, realizing what he’d just implied, he blushed deep red.


  “That’s probably a good thing,” Josie said.


  Patrick reached for the donut and took a bite, then handed it back to her. “I just try to tell myself, when I get out there, that I can’t get into trouble telling the truth. Then I let Diana do all the work.” He took a sip of his coffee. “You need anything? A drink? More food?”


  “I’m okay.”


  “Then I’ll walk you back. Come on.”


  The room for the defense’s witnesses was tiny, because there were so few of them. An Asian man Josie had never seen before was sitting with his back to her, typing away at a laptop. There was a woman inside who hadn’t been there when Josie left, but Josie couldn’t see her face.


  Patrick paused in front of the door. “How do you think it’s going in court?” she asked.


  He hesitated. “It’s going.”


  She slipped past the bailiff who was babysitting them, heading toward the window seat where she’d been curled before, reading. But at the last minute she sat down at the table in the middle of the room. The woman already seated there had her hands folded in front of her and was staring at absolutely nothing.


  “Mrs. Houghton,” Josie murmured.


  Peter’s mother turned. “Josie?” She squinted, as if that might bring Josie into better focus.


  “I’m so sorry,” Josie whispered.


  Mrs. Houghton nodded. “Well,” she said, and then she just stopped, as if the sentence were no more than a cliff to jump from.


  “How are you doing?” Josie immediately wished she could take back her question—how did she think Peter’s mother was doing, for God’s sake? She was probably using all of her self-control right now to keep from dissolving into foam, blowing off into the atmosphere. Which, Josie realized, meant they had something in common.


  “I wouldn’t have expected to see you here,” Mrs. Houghton said softly.


  By here she didn’t mean the courthouse; she meant this room. With the other meager witnesses who had been tapped to stick up for Peter.


  Josie cleared her throat, to make way for the words she hadn’t said for years, the words she still would have been afraid to use in front of nearly anyone else, for fear of the echo. “He’s my friend,” she said.


  ***


  “We started running,” Drew said. “It was like this mass exodus. I just wanted to get as far away from the cafeteria as I could, so I headed for the gym. Two of my friends had heard the shots, but they didn’t know where they were coming from, so I grabbed them and told them to follow me.”


  “Who were they?” Leven asked.


  “Matt Royston,” Drew said. “And Josie Cormier.”


  At the sound of her daughter’s name being spoken aloud, Alex shivered. It made it so... real. So immediate. Drew had located Alex in the gallery, and was staring right at her when he said Josie’s name.


  “Where did you go?”


  “We figured if we could get to the locker room, we could climb out the window onto the maple tree and we’d be safe.”


  “Did you get to the locker room?”


  “Josie and Matt did,” Drew said. “But I got shot.”


  Alex listened as the prosecutor walked Drew through the extent of his injuries and how they had effectively ended his hockey career. Then she faced him squarely. “Did you know Peter before the day of the shooting?”


  “Yes.”


  “How?”


  “We were in the same grade. Everyone knows everyone.”


  “Were you friends?” Leven asked.


  Alex glanced across the aisle at Lewis Houghton. He was sitting directly behind his son, his eyes fixed straight on the bench. Alex had a flash of him, years ago, opening the front door when she’d gone to pick Josie up from a playdate. Here come da judge, he’d said, and he laughed at his own joke.


  Were you friends?


  “No,” Drew said.


  “Did you have any problems with him?”


  Drew hesitated. “No.”


  “Did you ever get in an argument with him?” Leven asked.


  “We probably had a few words,” Drew said.


  “Did you ever make fun of him?”


  “Sometimes. We were just kidding around.”


  “Did you ever physically attack him?”


  “When we were younger, I might have pushed him around a little bit.”


  Alex looked at Lewis Houghton. His eyes were squeezed shut.


  “Have you done that since you’ve been in high school?”


  “Yes,” Drew admitted.


  “Did you ever threaten Peter with a weapon?”


  “No.”


  “Did you ever threaten to kill him?”


  “No... we were, you know. Just being kids.”


  “Thank you.” She sat down, and Alex watched Jordan McAfee rise.


  He was a good lawyer—better than she would have given him credit for. He put on a fine show—whispering with Peter, putting his hand on the boy’s arm when he got upset, taking copious notes on the direct examination and sharing them with his client. He was humanizing Peter, in spite of the fact that the prosecution was making him out to be a monster, in spite of the fact that the defense hadn’t even yet begun to have their turn.


  “You had no problems with Peter,” McAfee repeated.


  “No.”


  “But he had problems with you, didn’t he?”


  Drew didn’t respond.


  “Mr. Girard, you’re going to have to speak up,” Judge Wagner said.


  “Sometimes,” Drew conceded.


  “Have you ever stuck your elbow in Peter’s chest?”


  Drew’s gaze slid sideways. “Maybe. By accident.”


  “Ah, yes. It’s always easy to find yourself sticking out an elbow when you least expect to...”


  “Objection—”


  McAfee smiled. “In fact, it wasn’t an accident, was it, Mr. Girard?”


  At the prosecutor’s table, Diana Leven raised her pen and dropped it on the floor. The noise made Drew glance over, and a muscle flexed in his jaw. “We were just joking around,” he said.


  “Ever shove Peter into a locker?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Just joking around?” McAfee said.


  “Yeah.”


  “Okay,” he continued. “Did you ever trip him?”


  “I guess.”


  “Wait... let me guess... joke, right?”


  Drew glowered. “Yes.”


  “Actually, you’ve been doing this sort of stuff as a joke to Peter since you were little kids, right?”


  “We just never were friends,” Drew said. “He wasn’t like us.”


  “Who’s us?” McAfee asked.


  Drew shrugged. “Matt Royston, Josie Cormier, John Eberhard, Courtney Ignatio. Kids like that. We had all hung out together for years.”


  “Did Peter know everyone in that group?”


  “It’s a small school, sure.”


  “Does Peter know Josie Cormier?”


  In the gallery, Alex drew in her breath.


  “Yes.”


  “Did you ever see Peter talking to Josie?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Well, a month or so before the shooting, when you all were together in the cafeteria, Peter came over to speak to Josie. Can you tell us about that?”


  Alex leaned forward on her chair. She could feel eyes on her, hot as the sun in a desert. She realized, from the direction, that now Lewis Houghton was staring at her.


  “I don’t know what they were talking about.”


  “But you were there, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “And Josie’s a friend of yours? Not one of the people who hung out with Peter?”


  “Yeah,” Drew said. “She’s one of us.”


  “Do you remember how that conversation in the cafeteria ended?” McAfee asked.


  Drew looked down at the ground.


  “Let me help you, Mr. Girard. It ended with Matt Royston walking behind Peter and pulling his pants down while he was trying to speak to Josie Cormier. Does that sound about right?”


  “Yes.”


  “The cafeteria was packed with kids that day, wasn’t it?”


  “Yeah.”


  “And Matt didn’t just pull down Peter’s pants... he pulled down his underwear too, correct?”


  Drew’s mouth twitched. “Yeah.”


  “And you saw all of this.”


  “Yes.”


  McAfee turned to the jury. “Let me guess,” he said. “Joke, right?”


  The courtroom had gone utterly silent. Drew was glaring at Diana Leven, subliminally begging to be dragged off the witness stand, Alex assumed. This was the first person, other than Peter, who had been offered up for sacrifice.


  Jordan McAfee walked back to the table where Peter sat and picked up a piece of paper. “Do you remember what day Peter was pantsed, Mr. Girard?”


  “No.”


  “Let me show you, then, Defense Exhibit One. Do you recognize this?”


  He handed the piece of paper to Drew, who took it and shrugged.


  “This is a piece of email that you received on February third, two days before Peter was pantsed in the Sterling High School cafeteria. Can you tell us who sent it to you?”


  “Courtney Ignatio.”


  “Was it a letter that had been written to her?”


  “No,” Drew said. “It had been written to Josie.”


  “By whom?” McAfee pressed.


  “Peter.”


  “What did he say?”


  “It was about Josie. And how he was into her.”


  “You mean romantically.”


  “I guess,” Drew said.


  “What did you do with that email?”


  Drew looked up. “I spammed it out to the student body.”


  “Let me get this straight,” McAfee said. “You took a very private note that didn’t belong to you, a piece of paper with Peter’s deepest, most secret feelings, and you forwarded this to every kid at your school?”


  Drew was silent.


  Jordan McAfee slapped the email down on the railing in front of him. “Well, Drew?” he said. “Was it a good joke?”


  ***


  Drew Girard was sweating so much that he couldn’t believe all those people weren’t pointing at him. He could feel the perspiration running between his shoulder blades and making looped circles beneath his arms. And why not? That bitch of a prosecutor had left him in the hot seat. She’d let him get skewered by this dickwad attorney, so that now, for the rest of his life, everyone would think he was an asshole when he—like every other kid in Sterling High—had just been having a little fun.


  He stood up, ready to bolt out of the courtroom and possibly run all the way to the town boundary of Sterling—but Diana Leven was walking toward him. “Mr. Girard,” she said, “I’m not quite finished.”


  He sank back into his seat, deflated.


  “Have you ever called anyone other than Peter Houghton names?”


  “Yes,” he said warily.


  “It’s what guys do, right?”


  “Sometimes.”


  “Did anyone you ever called names ever shoot you?”


  “No.”


  “Ever seen anyone other than Peter Houghton be pantsed?”


  “Sure,” Drew said.


  “Did any of those other kids who were pantsed ever shoot you?”


  “No.”


  “Ever spammed anyone else’s email out as a joke?”


  “Once or twice.”


  Diana folded her arms. “Any of those folks ever shoot you?”


  “No, ma’am,” he said.


  She headed back to her seat. “Nothing further.”


  ***


  Dusty Spears understood kids like Drew Girard, because he had once been one. The way he saw it, bullies either were good enough to get football scholarships to Big Ten schools, where they could make the business connections to play on golf courses for the rest of their lives, or they busted their knees and wound up teaching gym at the middle school.


  He was wearing a collared shirt and tie, and that pissed him off, because his neck still looked like it had when he was a tight end at Sterling in ’88, even if his abs didn’t. “Peter wasn’t a real athlete,” he said to the prosecutor. “I never really saw him outside of class.”


  “Did you ever see Peter getting picked on by other kids?”


  Dusty shrugged. “The usual locker room stuff, I guess.”


  “Did you intervene?”


  “I probably told the kids to knock it off. But it’s part of growing up, right?”


  “Did you ever hear of Peter threatening anyone else?”


  “Objection,” said Jordan McAfee. “That’s a hypothetical question.”


  “Sustained,” the judge replied.


  “If you had heard that, would you have intervened?”


  “Objection!”


  “Sustained. Again.”


  The prosecutor didn’t miss a beat. “But Peter didn’t ask for help, did he?”


  “No.”


  She sat back down, and Houghton’s lawyer stood up. He was one of those smarmy guys that rubbed Dusty the wrong way—probably had been a kid who could barely field a ball, but smirked when you tried to teach him how, as if he already knew he’d be making twice as much money as Dusty one day, anyway. “Is there a bullying policy in place at Sterling High?”


  “We don’t allow it.”


  “Ah,” McAfee said dryly. “Well, that’s refreshing to hear. So let’s say you witness bullying on an almost daily basis in a locker room right under your nose... according to the policy, what are you supposed to do?”


  Dusty stared at him. “It’s in the policy. Obviously I don’t have it right in front of me.”


  “Luckily, I do,” McAfee said. “Let me show you what’s been marked as Defense Exhibit Two. Is this the bullying policy for Sterling High School?”


  Reaching out, Dusty took a look at the printed page. “Yes.”


  “You get this in your teacher handbook every year in August, correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “And this is the most recent version, for the academic year of 2006–?”


  “I assume so,” Dusty said.


  “Mr. Spears, I want you to go through that policy very carefully—all two pages—and show me where it tells you what to do if you, as a teacher, witness bullying.”


  Dusty sighed and began to scan the papers. Usually, when he got the handbook, he shoved it in a drawer with his take-out menus. He knew the important things: don’t miss an in-service day; submit curriculum changes to the department heads; refrain from being alone in a room with a female student. “It says right here,” he said, reading, “that the Sterling School Board is committed to providing a learning and working environment that ensures the personal safety of its members. Physical or verbal threats, harassment, hazing, bullying, verbal abuse, and intimidation will not be tolerated.” Glancing up, Dusty said, “Does that answer your question?”


  “No, actually, it doesn’t. What are you, as a teacher, supposed to do if a student bullies another student?”


  Dusty read further. There was a definition of hazing, of bullying, of verbal abuse. There was mention of a teacher or school administrator being reported to, if the behavior had been witnessed by another student. But there was no set of rules, no chain of events to be set in motion by the teacher or administrator himself.


  “I can’t find it in here,” he said.


  “Thank you, Mr. Spears,” McAfee replied. “That’ll be all.”


  ***


  It would have been simple for Jordan McAfee to notice up his intent to call Derek Markowitz to testify, as he was one of the only character witnesses Peter Houghton had, in terms of friends. But Diana knew he had value for the prosecution because of what he had seen and heard—not because of his loyalties. She’d seen plenty of friends rat each other out over the years she’d been in this business.


  “So, Derek,” Diana said, trying to make him comfortable, “you were Peter’s friend.”


  She watched him lock eyes with Peter and try to smile. “Yes.”


  “Did you two hang out after school sometimes?”


  “Yes.”


  “What sort of things did you like to do?”


  “We were both really into computers. Sometimes we’d play video games, and then we started to learn programming so we could create a few of our own.”


  “Did Peter ever write any video games without you?” Diana asked.


  “Sure.”


  “What happened when he finished?”


  “We’d play them. But there are also websites where you can upload your game and have other people rate them for you.”


  Derek looked up just then and noticed the television cameras in the back of the room. His jaw dropped, and he froze.


  “Derek,” Diana said. “Derek?” She waited for him to focus on her. “Let me hand you a CD-ROM. It’s marked State’s Exhibit 302.... Can you tell me what it is?”


  “That’s Peter’s most recent game.”


  “What’s it called?”


  “Hide-n-Shriek.”


  “What’s it about?”


  “It’s one of those games where you go around shooting the bad guys.”


  “Who are the bad guys in this game?” Diana asked.


  Derek darted a glance at Peter again. “They’re jocks.”


  “Where does the game take place?”


  “In a school,” Derek said.


  From the corner of her eye, Diana could see Jordan shifting in his chair. “Derek, were you in school the morning of March 6, 2007?”


  “Yeah.”


  “What was your first-period class that morning?”


  “Honors Trig.”


  “How about second period?” Diana asked.


  “English.”


  “Then where did you go?”


  “I had gym third period, but my asthma was pretty bad, so I had a doctor’s note to excuse me from class. Since I finished my work early in English, I asked Mrs. Eccles if I could go to my car to get it.”


  Diana nodded. “Where was your car parked?”


  “In the student parking lot, behind the school.”


  “Can you show me on this diagram which door you used to leave the school at the end of second period?” Derek reached toward the easel and pointed to one of the rear doors of the school. “What did you see when you went outside?”


  “Uh, a lot of cars.”


  “Any people?”


  “Yes,” Derek said. “Peter. It looked like he was getting something out of the backseat of his car.”


  “What did you do?”


  “I went over to say hi. I asked him why he was late to school, and he stood up and looked at me in a weird way.”


  “Weird? What do you mean?”


  Derek shook his head. “I don’t know. Like he didn’t know who I was for a second.”


  “Did he say anything to you?”


  “He said, ‘Go home. Something’s about to happen.’”


  “Did you think that was unusual?”


  “Well, it was a little bit Twilight Zone...”


  “Had Peter ever said anything like that to you before?”


  “Yes,” Derek said quietly.


  “When?”


  Jordan objected, as Diana had expected, and Judge Wagner overruled it, as she’d hoped. “A few weeks before,” Derek said, “the first time we were playing Hide-n-Shriek.”


  “What did he say?” Derek looked down and mumbled a response. “Derek,” Diana said, coming closer, “I have to ask you to speak up.”


  “He said, ‘When this really happens, it’s going to be awesome.’”


  A hum rose in the gallery, like a swarm of bees. “Did you know what he meant by that?”


  “I thought... I thought he was kidding,” Derek said.


  “The day of the shooting when you found Peter in the parking lot, did you see what he was doing in the car?”


  “No...” Derek broke off, clearing his throat. “I just sort of laughed off what he said and told him I had to go to class.”


  “What happened next?”


  “I went back into the school through the same door and walked to the office to get my gym note signed by Mrs. Whyte, the secretary. She was talking to another girl, who was signing out of school for an orthodontist appointment.”


  “And then?” Diana asked.


  “Once she left, Mrs. Whyte and I heard an explosion.”


  “Did you see where it was coming from?”


  “No.”


  “What happened after that?”


  “I looked at the computer screen on Mrs. Whyte’s desk,” Derek said. “It was scrolling, like, a message.”


  “What did it say?”


  “Ready or not... here I come.” Derek swallowed. “We heard these little pops, like lots of champagne bottles, and Mrs. Whyte grabbed me and dragged me into the principal’s office.”


  “Was there a computer in that office?”


  “Yes.”


  “What was on the screen?”


  “Ready or not... here I come.”


  “How long were you in the office?”


  “I don’t know. Ten, twenty minutes. Mrs. Whyte tried to call the police, but she couldn’t. There was something wrong with the phone.”


  Diana faced the bench. “Judge, at this time, the prosecution would like to move State’s Exhibit 303 in full, and we ask that it be published to the jury.” She watched the deputy wheel out a television monitor with a computer attached, so that the CD-ROM could be inserted.


  HIDE-N-SHRIEK, the screen proclaimed. CHOOSE YOUR FIRST WEAPON!


  A 3-D animated boy wearing horn-rimmed glasses and a golf shirt crossed the screen and looked down over an array of crossbows, Uzis, AK-47s, and biological weapons. He reached for one, and then with his other hand, he loaded up on ammunition. There was a close-up of his face: freckles; braces; fever in his eyes.


  Then the screen went blue and started scrolling.


  Ready or not, it read. Here I come.


  ***


  Derek liked Mr. McAfee. He wasn’t much to look at, but he had the hottest babe of a wife. Plus, he was probably the only other person in Sterling High who wasn’t related to Peter and still felt sorry for him.


  “Derek,” the lawyer said, “you’ve been friends with Peter since sixth grade, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “You spent a lot of time with him both in and outside school.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Did you ever see Peter getting picked on by other kids?”


  “All the time,” Derek said. “They’d call us fags and homos. They’d give us wedgies. When we walked down the hall, they’d trip us or slam us into lockers. Things like that.”


  “Did you ever talk to a teacher about this?”


  “I used to, but that just made it worse. I got creamed for being a tattletale.”


  “Did you and Peter ever talk about getting picked on?”


  Derek shook his head. “No. It was kind of nice to have someone around who just got it, you know?”


  “How often was this happening... once a week?”


  He snorted. “More like once a day.”


  “Just you and Peter?”


  “No, there are others.”


  “Who did most of the bullying?”


  “The jocks,” Derek said. “Matt Royston, Drew Girard, John Eberhard...”


  “Any girls participate in the bullying?”


  “Yeah, the ones who looked at us like we were bugs on a windshield,” Derek said. “Courtney Ignatio, Emma Alexis, Josie Cormier, Maddie Shaw.”


  “So what do you do when someone’s slamming you into a locker?” Mr. McAfee asked.


  “You can’t fight back, because you’re not as strong as they are, and you can’t stop it... so you just kind of wait it out.”


  “Would it be fair to say that this group you named—Matt and Drew and Courtney and Emma and the rest—went after one person more than any others?”


  “Yes,” Derek said. “Peter.”


  Derek watched Peter’s attorney sit back down next to him, and then the lady lawyer rose and started speaking again. “Derek, you said you were bullied, too.”


  “Yeah.”


  “You never helped Peter put together a pipe bomb to blow up someone’s car, did you?”


  “No.”


  “You never helped Peter hack into the phone lines and computers at Sterling High, so that once the shooting started, no one could call for help, did you?”


  “No,” Derek said.


  “You never stole guns and hoarded them in your bedroom, did you?”


  “No.”


  The prosecutor took a step closer. “You never put together a plan, like Peter, to go through the school, systematically killing the people who had hurt you the most, did you, Derek?”


  Derek turned to Peter, so that he could look him square in the eye when he answered. “No,” he said. “But sometimes I wish I had.”


  ***


  From time to time, over the course of her career as a midwife, Lacy had run into a former patient at the grocery store or the bank or on a bike trail. They’d present their babies—now three, seven, fifteen years old. Look at what a great job you did, they’d sometimes say, as if bringing the child into the world had anything to do with who he became.


  She did not know quite what to feel when confronted with Josie Cormier. They’d spent the day playing hangman—the irony of which, given her son’s fate, wasn’t lost on her. Lacy had known Josie as a newborn, but also as a little girl and as a playmate for Peter. Because of this, there had been a point where she had viscerally hated Josie in a way that even Peter never seemed to, for being cruel enough to leave her son behind. Josie may not have initiated the teasing that Peter suffered over his middle and high school years, but she didn’t intervene either, and in Lacy’s book, that had made her equally responsible.


  As it turned out, though, Josie Cormier had grown into a stunning young woman, one who was quiet and thoughtful and not at all like the vacuous, material girls who trolled the Mall of New Hampshire or encompassed the social elite of Sterling High—girls Lacy had always likened to black widow spiders, looking for someone they could destroy. Lacy had been surprised when Josie had peppered her with polite questions about Peter: Was he nervous about the trial? Was it hard, being in jail? Did he get picked on there? You should send him a letter, Lacy had suggested to her. I’m sure he’d like to hear from you.


  But Josie had let her glance slide away, and that was when Lacy realized that Josie had not really been interested in Peter; she had only been trying to be kind to Lacy.


  When court recessed for the day, the witnesses were told they could go home, provided they did not watch the news or read the papers or speak about the case. Lacy excused herself to go to the bathroom while she waited for Lewis, who’d be fighting the crush of reporters that would surely be packing the lobby outside the courtroom. She had just come out of the stall and was washing her hands when Alex Cormier stepped inside.


  The racket in the hallway rode in on her heels, then cut off abruptly as the door shut. Their eyes met in the long mirror over the bank of sinks. “Lacy,” Alex murmured.


  Lacy straightened and reached for a paper towel to dry her hands. She didn’t know what to say to Alex Cormier. She could barely even imagine that at one point, she’d had anything to say to her.


  There was a spider plant in Lacy’s midwifery office that had been dying by degrees, until the secretary moved a stack of books that had been blocking a window. She had forgotten to move the plant, though, and half the shoots started straining toward the light, growing in an unlikely sideways direction that seemed to defy gravity. Lacy and Alex were like that plant: Alex had moved off on a different course, and Lacy—well, she hadn’t. She’d withered up, wilted, gotten tangled in her own best intentions.


  “I’m sorry,” Alex said. “I’m sorry you have to go through this.”


  “I’m sorry, too,” Lacy replied.


  Alex looked like she was going to speak again, but she didn’t, and Lacy had run out of conversation. She started out of the bathroom to find Lewis, but Alex called her back. “Lacy,” she said. “I remember.”


  Lacy turned around to face her.


  “He used to like the peanut butter on the top half of the bread and the marshmallow fluff on the bottom.” Alex smiled a little. “And he had the longest eyelashes I’d ever seen on a little boy. He could find anything I’d dropped—an earring, a contact lens, a straight pin—before it got lost permanently.”


  She took a step toward Lacy. “Something still exists as long as there’s someone around to remember it, right?”


  Lacy stared at Alex through her tears. “Thank you,” she whispered, and left before she broke down completely in front of a woman—a stranger, really—who could do what Lacy couldn’t: hold on to the past as if it was something to be treasured, instead of combing it for clues of failure.


  ***


  “Josie,” her mother said as they were driving home. “They read an email today in court. One that Peter had written to you.”


  Josie faced her, stricken. She should have realized this would come out at the trial; how had she been so stupid? “I didn’t know Courtney had sent it out. I didn’t even see it until after everyone else had.”


  “It must have been embarrassing,” Alex said.


  “Well, yeah. The whole school knew he had a crush on me.”


  Her mother glanced at her. “I meant for Peter.”


  Josie thought about Lacy Houghton. Ten years had passed, but Josie had still been surprised by how thin Peter’s mom had gotten; how her hair was nearly all gray. She wondered if grief could make time run faster, like a glitch in a clock. It was incredibly depressing, since Josie remembered Peter’s mother as someone who never wore a wristwatch, someone who didn’t care about the mess if the end result was worthy. When Josie was little and they played over at Peter’s, Lacy would make cookies from whatever was left in her cabinet—oatmeal and wheat germ and gummy bears and marshmallows; carob and cornstarch and puffed rice. She once dumped a load of sand in the basement during the winter so that they could make castles. She let them draw on the bread of their sandwiches with food coloring and milk, so that even lunch was a masterpiece. Josie had liked being at Peter’s house; it was what she’d always imagined a family felt like.


  Now she looked out the window. “You think this is all my fault, don’t you?”


  “No—”


  “Is that what the lawyers said today? That the shooting happened because I didn’t like Peter... the way he liked me?”


  “No. The lawyers didn’t say that at all. Mostly the defense talked about how Peter got teased. How he didn’t have many friends.” Her mother stopped at a red light and turned, her wrist resting lightly on the steering wheel. “Why did you stop hanging around with Peter, anyway?”


  Being unpopular was a communicable disease. Josie could remember Peter in elementary school, fashioning the tinfoil from his lunch sandwich into a beanie with antennae, and wearing it around the playground to try to pick up radio transmissions from aliens. He hadn’t realized that people were making fun of him. He never had.


  She had a sudden flash of him standing in the cafeteria, a statue with his hands trying to cover his groin, his pants pooled around his ankles. She remembered Matt’s comment afterward: Objects in mirror are way smaller than they appear.


  Maybe Peter had finally understood what people thought of him.


  “I didn’t want to be treated like him,” Josie said, answering her mother, when what she really meant was, I wasn’t brave enough.


  ***


  Going back to jail was like devolution. You had to relinquish the trappings of humanity—your shoes, your suit and tie—and bend over to be strip-searched, probed with a rubber glove by one of the guards. You were given another prison jumpsuit, and flip-flops that were too wide for your feet, so that you looked just like everyone else again and couldn’t pretend to yourself that you were better than them.


  Peter lay down on the bunk with his arm flung over his eyes. The inmate beside him, a guy awaiting trial for the rape of a sixty-six-year-old woman, asked him how it had gone in court, but he didn’t answer. That was the only freedom he had left, pretty much, and he wanted to keep the truth to himself: that when he’d been put in his cell, he’d actually felt relieved to be back (could he say it?) home.


  Here, no one was staring at him as if he were a growth on a petri dish. No one really looked at him at all.


  Here, no one talked about him as if he were an animal.


  Here, no one blamed him, because they were all in the same boat.


  Jail wasn’t all that different from public school, really. The correctional officers were just like the teachers—their job was to keep everyone in place, to feed them, and to make sure nobody got seriously hurt. Beyond that, you were left to your own devices. And like school, jail was an artificial society, with its own hierarchy and rules. If you did any work, it was pointless—cleaning the toilets every morning or pushing a library cart around minimum security wasn’t really that different from writing an essay on the definition of civitas or memorizing prime numbers—you weren’t going to be using them daily in your real life. And as with high school, the only way to get through jail was to stick it out and do your time.


  Not to mention: Peter wasn’t popular in jail, either.


  He thought about the witnesses that Diana Leven had marched or dragged or wheeled to the stand today. Jordan had explained that it was all about sympathy; that the prosecution wanted to present all these ruined lives before they turned to the hard-core evidence; that he would soon have a chance to show how Peter’s life had been ruined, too. Peter hardly even cared about that. He’d been more amazed, after seeing those students again, at how little had changed.


  Peter stared up at the woven springs of the upper bunk, blinking fast. Then he rolled toward the wall and stuffed the corner of his pillowcase into his mouth, so no one would be able to hear him cry.


  Even though John Eberhard couldn’t call him a fag anymore, much less speak...


  Even though Drew Girard would never be the jock that he had been...


  Even though Haley Weaver wasn’t a knockout...


  They were all still part of a group Peter could not, and would never, fit into.


  6:30 A.M., The Day Of


  Peter. Peter?!”


  He rolled over to see his father standing on the threshold of his bedroom.


  “Are you up?”


  Did it look like he was up? Peter grunted and rolled onto his back. He closed his eyes again for a moment and ran through his day. Englishfrenchmathhistorychem. One big long run-on sentence, one class bleeding into the next.


  He sat up, spearing his hands through his hair so that it stood on end. Downstairs, he could hear his father putting away pots and pans from the dishwasher, like some techno-symphony. He’d get his travel mug, pour some coffee, and leave Peter to his own devices.


  Peter’s pajama bottoms dragged underneath his heels as he shuffled from the bed to his desk and sat down on the chair. He logged onto the Internet, because he wanted to see if anyone out there had given him more feedback on Hide-n-Shriek. If it was as good as he thought it was, he was going to enter it in some kind of amateur competition. There were kids like him all over the country—all over the world—who would easily pay $39.99 to play a video game where history was rewritten by the losers. Peter imagined how rich he could get off licensing fees. Maybe he could ditch college, like Bill Gates. Maybe one day people would be calling him, pretending that they used to be his friend.


  He squinted, and then reached for his glasses, which he kept next to the keyboard. But because it was freaking six-thirty in the morning, when no one should be expected to have much coordination, he dropped his eyeglass case right on the function keys.


  The screen logging him onto the Net minimized, and instead, his Recycle Bin contents opened on the screen.


  I know you don’t think of me.


  And you certainly would never picture us together.


  Peter felt his head start to swim. He punched a finger against the Delete button, but nothing happened.


  Anyway, by myself, I’m nothing special. But with you, I think I could be.


  He tried to restart the computer, but it was frozen. He couldn’t breathe; he couldn’t move. He couldn’t do anything but stare at his own stupidity, right there in black and white.


  His chest hurt, and he thought maybe he was having a heart attack, or maybe that was just what it felt like when the muscle turned to stone. With jerky movements, Peter leaned down for the cord of his power strip and instead smacked his head on the side of the desk. It brought tears to his eyes, or that’s what he told himself.


  He pulled the plug, so that the monitor went black.


  Then he sat back down and realized it hadn’t made a difference. He could still see those words, as clear as day, written across the screen. He could feel the give of the keys under his fingers:


  Love, Peter.


  He could hear them all laughing.


  Peter glanced at his computer again. His mother always said that if something bad happened, you could look at it as a failure, or you could look at it as a chance to head in another direction.


  Maybe this had been a sign.


  Peter’s breathing was shallow as he emptied his school backpack of textbooks and three-ring binders, his calculator and pencils and crumpled tests he’d gotten back. Reaching beneath his mattress, he felt for the two pistols he’d been saving, just in case.


  When I was little I used to pour salt on slugs. I liked watching them dissolve before my eyes. Cruelty is always sort of fun until you realize that something’s getting hurt.


  It would be one thing to be a loser if it meant no one paid attention to you, but in school, it means you’re actively sought out. You’re the slug, and they’re holding all the salt. And they haven’t developed a conscience.


  There’s a word we learned in social studies: schadenfreude. It’s when you enjoy watching someone else suffer. The real question, though, is why? I think part of it is just self-preservation. And part of it is because a group always feels more like a group when it’s banded together against an enemy. It doesn’t matter if that enemy has never done anything to hurt you—you just have to pretend you hate someone even more than you hate yourself.


  You know why salt works on slugs? Because it dissolves in the water that’s part of a slug’s skin, so the water inside its body starts to flow out. The slug dehydrates. This works with snails, too. And with leeches. And with people like me.


  With any creature, really, too thin-skinned to stand up for itself.


  Five Months After


  For four hours on the witness stand, Patrick relived the worst day of his life. The signal that had come through on the radio as he was driving; the stream of students running out of the school, as if it were hemorrhaging; the slip of his shoes in an oily pool of blood as he ran through the corridors. The ceiling, falling down around him. The screams for help. The memories that imprinted on his mind but didn’t register until later: a boy dying in the arms of his friend beneath the basketball hoop in the gym; the sixteen kids who were found crammed into a custodial closet three hours after the arrest, because they hadn’t known that the threat was over; the licorice smell of the Sharpie markers used to write numbers on the foreheads of the wounded, so that they could be identified later.


  That first night, when the only people left in the school were the crime techs, Patrick had walked through the classrooms and the hallways. He felt, sometimes, like the keeper of memories—the one who had to facilitate that invisible transition between the way it used to be and the way it would be from now on. He’d stepped over bloodstains to enter rooms where students had huddled with teachers, waiting to be rescued, their jackets still draped over chairs as if they were about to return at any moment. There were bullet holes chewed into the lockers; yet in the library, some student had both the time and inclination to arrange the media specialist’s Gumby and Pokey figures into a compromising position. The fire sprinklers made a sea out of one corridor, but the walls were still plastered with bright posters advertising a spring dance.


  Diana Leven held up a videocassette, the state’s exhibit number 522. “Can you identify this, Detective?”


  “Yes, I took it from the main office of Sterling High. It showed footage from a camera posted in the cafeteria on March 6, 2007.”


  “Is there an accurate representation on that tape?”


  “Yes.”


  “When was the last time you watched it?”


  “The day before this trial started.”


  “Has it been altered in any way?”


  “No.”


  Diana walked toward the judge. “I ask that this tape be published to the jury,” she said, and the same television unit that had been wheeled out earlier in the trial was brought back by a deputy.


  The recording was grainy, but still intelligible. In the upper right-hand corner were the lunch ladies, slopping food onto plastic trays as students came through the line one by one, like drops through an intravenous tube. There were tables full of students—Patrick’s eye gravitated toward a central one, where Josie was sitting with her boyfriend.


  He was eating her French fries.


  From the left-hand door, a boy entered. He was wearing a blue knapsack, and although you could not see his face, he had the same slight build and stoop to his shoulders that someone who knew Peter Houghton would recognize. He dipped beneath the range of the camera. A shot rang out as a girl slumped backward off one of the cafeteria chairs, a bloodstain flowering on her white shirt.


  Someone screamed, and then everyone was yelling, and there were more shots. Peter reappeared on camera, holding a gun. Students started stampeding, hiding underneath the tables. The soda machine, freckled with bullets, fizzed and sprayed all over the floor. Some students crumpled where they were shot, others who were wounded tried to crawl away. One girl who’d fallen was trampled by the rest of the students and finally lay still. When the only people left in the cafeteria were either dead or wounded, Peter turned in a circle. He moved down an aisle, pausing here and there. He walked up to the table beside Josie’s and put his gun down. He opened an untouched box of cereal still on a cafeteria tray, poured the cereal into a plastic bowl, and added milk from a carton. He swallowed five spoonfuls before he stopped eating, took a new clip out of his backpack, loaded it into his gun, and left the cafeteria.


  Diana reached beneath the defense table and pulled out a small plastic bag and handed it to Patrick. “Do you recognize this, Detective Ducharme?”


  The Rice Krispies box. “Yes.”


  “Where did you find it?”


  “In the cafeteria,” he said. “Sitting on the same table you just saw in the video.”


  Patrick let himself look at Alex, sitting in the gallery. Until now, he couldn’t—he didn’t think he’d be able to do his job well, if he was worrying about how this information and level of detail were affecting her. Now, glancing at her, he could see how pale she’d gotten, how stiff she was in her chair. It took all of his self-control not to walk away from Diana, hop the bar, and kneel down beside her. It’s all right, he wanted to say. It’s almost over.


  “Detective,” Diana said, “when you cornered the defendant in the locker room, what was he holding?”


  “A handgun.”


  “Did you see any other weapons around him?”


  “Yes, a second handgun, around ten feet away.”


  Diana lifted up a picture that had been enlarged. “Do you recognize this?”


  “It’s the locker room where Peter Houghton was apprehended.” He pointed to a gun on the floor near the lockers, and then another a short distance away. “This is the weapon he dropped, Gun A,” Patrick said, “and this one, Gun B, is the other one that was on the floor.”


  About ten feet past that, on the same linear path, was the body of Matt Royston. A wide pool of blood spread beneath his hip, and the top half of his head was missing.


  There were gasps from the jury, but Patrick wasn’t paying attention. He was staring right at Alex, who was not looking at Matt’s body but at the spot beside it—a streak of blood from Josie’s forehead, where she had been found.


  Life was a series of ifs—a very different outcome if you’d only played the lottery last night; if you had picked a different college; if you had invested in stocks instead of bonds; if you had not been taking your kindergartner to his first day of school the morning of 9/11. If just one teacher had stopped a kid, once, from tormenting Peter in the hall. If Peter had put the gun in his mouth, instead of pointing it at someone else. If Josie had been standing in front of Matt, she might have been the one buried in the cemetery. If Patrick had been a second later, she still might have been shot. If he hadn’t been the detective on this case, he would not have met Alex.


  “Detective, did you collect these weapons?”


  “Yes.”


  “Were they tested for fingerprints?”


  “Yes, by the state crime lab.”


  “Did the lab find any fingerprints of value on Gun A?”


  “Yes, one, on the grip.”


  “Where did they obtain the fingerprints of Peter Houghton?”


  “From the station, when we booked him.”


  He walked the jury through the mechanics of fingerprint testing—the comparison of ten loci, the similarity in ridges and whorls, the computer program that verified the prints as a match.


  “Did the lab compare the fingerprint on Gun A to any other person’s fingerprints?” Diana asked.


  “Yes, Matt Royston’s. They were obtained from his body.”


  “When the lab collected the print off the gun’s grip and compared it to Matt Royston’s fingerprints, were they able to determine whether or not there was a match?”


  “There was no match.”


  “And when the lab compared it to Peter Houghton’s fingerprints, were they able to determine whether or not there was a match?”


  “Yes,” Patrick said. “There was.”


  Diana nodded. “What about on Gun B? Any prints?”


  “Just a partial one, on the trigger. Nothing of value.”


  “What does that mean, exactly?”


  Patrick turned to the jury. “A print of value in fingerprint typing is one that can be compared to another known print and either excluded or included as a match to that print. People leave fingerprints on items they touch all the time, but not necessarily ones we can use. They might be smudged or too incomplete to be considered forensically valuable.”


  “So, Detective, you don’t know for a fact who left the fingerprint on Gun B.”


  “No.”


  “But it could have been Peter Houghton?”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you have any evidence that anyone else at Sterling High School was carrying a weapon that day?”


  “No.”


  “How many weapons were eventually found in the locker room?”


  “Four,” Patrick said. “One handgun with the defendant, one on the floor, and two sawed-off shotguns in a knapsack.”


  “In addition to processing the weapons found in the locker room for fingerprints, did the lab do any other forensic testing on them?”


  “Yes, a ballistics test.”


  “Can you explain that?”


  “Well,” Patrick said, “you shoot the gun into water, basically. Every bullet that comes out of a gun has markings on it that are put in place when a bullet twists its way through the barrel of the gun. That means you can type each bullet to a gun that has been fired by test-firing a gun to see what a bullet would look like once fired from it, and then matching up bullets that have been retrieved. You can also tell whether a gun has ever been fired at all by examining residue within the barrel.”


  “Did you test all four weapons?”


  “Yes.”


  “And what were the results of your tests?”


  “Only two of the four guns were actually fired,” Patrick said. “The handguns, A and B. Of the bullets that we found, all were determined to have come from Gun A. Gun B, when we retrieved it, had been jammed with a double feed. That means two bullets had entered the chamber at the same time, which keeps the gun from properly functioning. When the trigger was pulled, it locked up.”


  “But you said Gun B was fired.”


  “At least once.” Patrick looked up at Diana. “The bullet has not been recovered to date.”


  ***


  Diana Leven led Patrick meticulously through the discovery of ten dead students and nineteen wounded ones. He started with the moment that he walked out of Sterling High with Josie Cormier in his arms and placed her in an ambulance, and ended with the last body being moved to the medical examiner’s morgue; then the judge adjourned court for the day.


  After he got off the stand, Patrick talked with Diana for a moment about what would happen tomorrow. The double doors of the courtroom were open, and through them, Patrick could see reporters sucking the stories out of any angry parent who was willing to give an interview. He recognized the mother of a girl—Jada Knight—who’d been shot in the back while she was running from the cafeteria. “My daughter won’t go to school this year until eleven o’clock, because she can’t handle being there when third period starts,” the woman said. “Everything scares her. This has ruined her whole life; why should Peter Houghton’s punishment be any less?”


  He had no desire to run the media gauntlet, and as the only witness for the day, he was bound to be mobbed. So instead, Patrick sat down on the wooden railing that separated the court professionals from the gallery.


  “Hey.”


  He turned at the sound of Alex’s voice. “What are you still doing here?” He would have assumed she was upstairs, springing Josie out of the sequestered witness room, as she had done yesterday.


  “I could ask you the same thing.”


  Patrick nodded toward the doorway. “I wasn’t in the mood to do battle.”


  Alex came closer, until she was standing between his legs, and wrapped her arms around him. She buried her face against his neck, and when she took a deep, rattling breath, Patrick felt it in his own chest. “You could have fooled me,” she said.


  ***


  Jordan McAfee was not having a good day. The baby had spit up on him on his way out the door. He had been ten minutes late for court because the goddamn media were multiplying like jackrabbits and there were no parking spots, and Judge Wagner had reprimanded him for his tardiness. Add to this the fact that for whatever reason, Peter had stopped communicating with Jordan except for the odd grunt, and that his first order of the morning would be to cross-examine the knight in shining armor who’d rushed into the school to confront the evil shooter—well, being a defense attorney didn’t get much more fabulous than this.


  “Detective,” he said, approaching Patrick Ducharme on the witness stand, “after you finished with the medical examiner, you went back to the police department?”


  “Yes.”


  “You were holding Peter there, weren’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “In a jail cell... with bars and a lock on it?”


  “It’s a holding cell,” Ducharme corrected.


  “Had Peter been charged with any crime yet?”


  “No.”


  “He wasn’t actually charged with anything until the following morning, is that right?”


  “That’s correct.”


  “Where did he stay that night?”


  “At the Grafton County Jail.”


  “Detective, did you speak to my client at all?” Jordan asked.


  “Yes, I did.”


  “What did you ask him?”


  The detective folded his arms. “If he wanted some coffee.”


  “Did he take you up on the offer?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did you ask him at all about the incident at the school?”


  “I asked him what had happened,” Ducharme said.


  “How did Peter respond?”


  The detective frowned. “He said he wanted his mother.”


  “Did he start crying?”


  “Yes.”


  “In fact, he didn’t stop crying, not the whole time you tried to question him, isn’t that true?”


  “Yes, it is.”


  “Did you ask him any other questions, Detective?”


  “No.”


  Jordan stepped forward. “You didn’t bother to, because my client was in no shape to be going through an interview.”


  “I didn’t ask him any more questions,” Ducharme said evenly. “I have no idea what kind of shape he was in.”


  “So you took a kid—a seventeen-year-old kid, who was crying for his mother—back to your holding cell?”


  “Yes. But I told him I wanted to help him.”


  Jordan glanced at the jury and let that statement sink in for a moment. “What was Peter’s response?”


  “He looked at me,” the detective answered, “and he said, ‘They started it.’”


  ***


  Curtis Uppergate had been a forensic psychiatrist for twenty-five years. He held degrees from three Ivy League medical schools and had a CV thick enough to serve as a doorstop. He was lily-white, but wore his shoulder-length gray hair cornrowed, and had come to court in a dashiki. Diana nearly expected him to call her Sista when she questioned him.


  “What’s your field of expertise, Doctor?”


  “I work with violent teenagers. I assess them on behalf of the court to determine the nature of their mental illnesses, if any, and figure out an appropriate treatment plan. I also advise the court as to what their state of mind may have been at the time a crime has been committed. I worked with the FBI to create their profiles of school shooters, and to examine parallels between cases at Thurston High, Paducah, Rocori, and Columbine.”


  “When did you first become involved in this case?”


  “Last April.”


  “Did you review Peter Houghton’s records?”


  “Yes,” Uppergate said. “I reviewed all the records I received from you, Ms. Leven—extensive school and medical records, police reports, interviews done by Detective Ducharme.”


  “What, in particular, were you looking for?”


  “Evidence of mental illness,” he said. “Physical explanations for the behavior. A psychosocial construct that might resemble those of other perpetrators of school violence.”


  Diana glanced at the jury; their eyes were glazing over. “As a result of your work, did you reach any conclusion with a reasonable degree of medical certainty as to Peter Houghton’s mental state on March 6, 2007?”


  “Yes,” Uppergate said, and he faced the jury, speaking slowly and clearly. “Peter Houghton was not suffering from any mental illness at the time he started shooting at Sterling High School.”


  “Can you tell us how you reached that conclusion?”


  “The definition of sanity implies being in touch with the reality of what you are doing at the time you do it. There’s evidence that Peter had been planning this attack for a while—from stockpiling ammunition and guns, to making lists of targeted victims, to rehearsing his Armageddon through a self-designed video game. The shooting was not a departure for Peter—it was something he had been considering all along, with great premeditation.”


  “Are there other examples of Peter’s premeditation?”


  “When he first reached the school and saw a friend in the parking lot, he tried to warn him off, for safety. He lit a pipe bomb in a car before going into the school, to serve as a diversion so that he could enter unimpeded with his guns. He concealed weapons that were preloaded. He targeted areas in the school where he himself had been victimized. These are not the acts of someone who doesn’t know what he’s doing—they’re the hallmarks of a rational, angry—perhaps suffering, but certainly not delusional—young man.”


  Diana paced in front of the witness stand. “Doctor, were you able to compare information from past school shootings to this one, in order to support your conclusion that the defendant was sane and responsible for his actions?”


  Uppergate flipped his braids over his shoulder. “None of the shooters from Columbine, Paducah, Thurston, or Rocori had status. It’s not that they’re loners, but in their minds, they perceive that they are not members of the group to the same degree as anyone else in that group. Peter was on the soccer team, for example, but was one of two students never put in to play. He was bright, but his grades didn’t reflect that. He had a romantic interest, but that interest went unreturned. The only venue where he did feel comfortable was in a world of his own creation—computer games where Peter was not only comfortable... he was God.”


  “Does that mean he was living in a fantasy world on March sixth?”


  “Absolutely not. If he had been, he wouldn’t have been planning his attack as rationally and methodically.”


  Diana turned. “There’s been some evidence, Doctor, that Peter was the subject of bullying in school. Have you reviewed that information?”


  “Yes, I have.”


  “Has your research told you anything about the effect of bullying on kids like Peter?”


  “In every single school shooting case,” Uppergate said, “the bullying card gets played. It’s the bullying, allegedly, that makes the school shooter snap one day and fight back with violence. However, in every other case—and this one, in my opinion—the bullying seems exaggerated by the shooter. The teasing isn’t significantly worse for the shooter than it is for anyone else at the school.”


  “Then why shoot?”


  “It becomes a public way to take control of a situation in which they usually feel powerless,” Curtis Uppergate said. “Which, again, means it’s something they’ve been planning for a while.”


  “Your witness,” Diana said.


  Jordan stood up and approached Dr. Uppergate. “When did you first meet Peter?”


  “Well. We haven’t officially been introduced.”


  “But you’re a psychiatrist?”


  “Last time I checked,” Uppergate said.


  “I thought the field of psychiatry was based on gaining a rapport with your client and getting to know what he thinks about the world and how he processes it.”


  “That’s part of it.”


  “That’s an incredibly important part of it, isn’t it?” Jordan asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Would you write a prescription for Peter today?”


  “No.”


  “Because you’d have to physically meet with him before you decided whether he was an appropriate candidate for that medicine, correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “Doctor, did you get a chance to talk to the school shooter from Thurston High?”


  “Yes, I did,” Uppergate said.


  “What about the boy from Paducah?”


  “Yes.”


  “Rocori?”


  “Yes.”


  “Not Columbine...”


  “I’m a psychiatrist, Mr. McAfee,” Uppergate said. “Not a medium. However, I did speak at length to the families of the two boys. I read their diaries and examined their videos.”


  “Doctor,” Jordan asked, “did you ever once speak directly to Peter Houghton?”


  Curtis Uppergate hesitated. “No,” he said. “I did not.”


  Jordan sat down, and Diana faced the judge. “Your Honor,” she said. “The prosecution rests.”


  ***


  “Here,” Jordan said, tossing Peter half a sandwich as he entered the holding cell. “Or are you on a hunger strike, too?”


  Peter glared at him, but unwrapped the sandwich and took a bite. “I don’t like turkey.”


  “I don’t really care.” He leaned against the cement wall of the holding cell. “You want to tell me who peed in your Cheerios today?”


  “Do you have any idea what it’s like to sit in that room and listen to all these people talk about me like I’m not there? Like I can’t even hear what they’re saying about me?”


  “That’s the way the game’s played,” Jordan said. “Now, it’s our turn.”


  Peter stood up and walked to the front of the cell. “Is that what this is to you? Some game?”


  Jordan closed his eyes, counting to ten for patience. “Of course not.”


  “How much money do you get paid?” Peter asked.


  “That’s not your—”


  “How much?”


  “Ask your parents,” Jordan said flatly.


  “You get paid whether I win or lose, right?”


  Jordan hesitated, and then nodded.


  “So you don’t really give a shit what the outcome is, do you?”


  It struck Jordan, with some wonder, that Peter had the chops to be an excellent defense attorney. That sort of circular reasoning—the kind that left the person being grilled hung out to dry—was exactly what you aimed for in a courtroom.


  “What?” Peter accused. “Now you’re laughing at me, too?”


  “No. I was just thinking you’d be a good lawyer.”


  Peter sank down again. “Great. Maybe the state prison offers that degree along with a GED.”


  Jordan reached for the sandwich in Peter’s hand and took a bite. “Let’s just wait and see how it goes,” he said.


  ***


  A jury was always impressed by King Wah’s record, and Jordan knew it. He’d interviewed over five hundred subjects. He’d been an expert witness at 248 trials, not including this one. He had written more papers than any other forensic psychiatrist with a specialty in post-traumatic stress disorder. And—here was the beautiful part—he’d taught three seminars that had been attended by the prosecution’s witness, Dr. Curtis Uppergate.


  “Dr. Wah,” Jordan began, “when did you first begin to work on this case?”


  “I was contacted by you, Mr. McAfee, in June. I agreed to meet with Peter at that time.”


  “Did you?”


  “Yes, for over ten hours of interviews. I also sat down and read the police reports, the medical and school records of both Peter and his older brother. I met with his parents. I then sent him to be examined by my colleague, Dr. Lawrence Ghertz, who is a pediatric neuropsychiatrist.”


  “What does a pediatric neuropsychiatrist do?”


  “Studies organic causes for mental symptomology and disorder in children.”


  “What did Dr. Ghertz do?”


  “He took several MRI scans of Peter’s brain,” King said. “Dr. Ghertz uses brain scans to show that there are structural changes in the adolescent brain that not only explain the timing of some major mental illnesses like schizophrenia and bipolar disorder, but also give biological reasons for some of the wild conduct that parents usually attribute to raging hormones. That’s not to say that there aren’t raging hormones in adolescents, but there’s also a paucity of the cognitive controls that are necessary for mature behavior.”


  Jordan turned to the jury. “Did you get that? Because I’m lost...”


  King grinned. “Layman’s terms? You can tell a lot about a kid by looking at his brain. There might actually be a physiological reason why, when you tell your seventeen-year-old to put the milk back in the fridge, he nods and then completely ignores you.”


  “Did you send Peter to Dr. Ghertz because you thought he was bipolar or schizophrenic?”


  “No. But part of my responsibility involves ruling those causes out before I begin to look at other reasons for his behavior.”


  “Did Dr. Ghertz send you a report detailing his findings?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can you show us?” Jordan lifted up a diagram of a brain that he’d already entered as evidence, and handed it to King.


  “Dr. Ghertz said that Peter’s brain looked very similar to a typical adolescent brain in that the prefrontal cortex was not as developed as you’d find in a mature adult brain.”


  “Whoa,” Jordan said. “You’re losing me again.”


  “The prefrontal cortex is right here, behind the forehead. It’s sort of like the president of the brain, in charge of calculated, rational thought. It’s also the last part of the brain to mature, which is why teenagers often get into so much trouble.” Then he pointed to a tiny spot on the diagram, centrally located. “This is called the amygdala. Since a teenager’s decision-making center isn’t completely turned on yet, they rely on this little piece of the brain instead. This is the impulsive epicenter of the brain—the one that houses feelings like fear and anger and gut instinct. Or in other words—the part of the brain that corresponds to ‘Because my friends thought it was a good idea, too.’”


  Most of the jury chuckled, and Jordan caught Peter’s eye. He wasn’t slumped in the chair anymore; he was sitting up, listening carefully. “It’s fascinating, really,” King said, “because a twenty-year-old might be physiologically capable of making an informed decision... but a seventeen-year-old won’t be.”


  “Did Dr. Ghertz perform any other psychological tests?”


  “Yes. He did a second MRI, one that was performed while Peter was working on a simple task. Peter was given photographs of faces and asked to identify the emotions reflected on them. Unlike a test group of adults who got most of those assessments correct, Peter tended to make errors. In particular, he identified fearful expressions as angry, confused, or sad. The MRI scan showed that while he was focused on this task, it was the amygdala that was doing the work... not the prefrontal cortex.”


  “What can you infer from that, Dr. Wah?”


  “Well, Peter’s capacity for rational, planned, premeditated thought is still in its developmental stages. Physiologically, he just can’t do it yet.”


  Jordan watched the jurors’ response to this statement. “Dr. Wah, you said you met with Peter as well?”


  “Yes, at the correctional facility, for ten one-hour sessions.”


  “Where did you meet with him?”


  “In a conference room. I explained who I was, and that I was working with his attorney,” King said.


  “Was Peter reluctant to speak to you?”


  “No.” The psychiatrist paused. “He seemed to enjoy the company.”


  “Did anything strike you about him, at first?”


  “He seemed unemotional. Not crying, or smiling, or laughing, or showing hostility. In the business, we call it flat affect.”


  “What did you two talk about?”


  King looked at Peter and smiled. “The Red Sox,” he said. “And his family.”


  “What did he tell you?”


  “That Boston deserved another pennant. Which—as a Yankees fan myself—was enough to call into question his capacity for rational thought.”


  Jordan grinned. “What did he say about his family?”


  “He explained that he lived with his mother and father, and that his older brother Joey had been killed by a drunk driver about a year earlier. Joey had been a year older than Peter. We also talked about things he liked to do—mostly centered on programming and computers—and about his childhood.”


  “What did he tell you about that?” Jordan asked.


  “Most of Peter’s childhood memories involved situations where he was victimized either by other children or by adults whom he’d perceived as being able to help him, yet didn’t. He described everything from physical threats—Get out of my way or I’m going to punch your lights out; to physical actions—doing nothing more than walking down a hallway and being slammed up against the wall because he happened to get too close to someone walking past him; to emotional taunts—like being called homo or queer.”


  “Did he tell you when this bullying started?”


  “The first day of kindergarten. He got on the bus, was tripped as he walked down the aisle, and had his Superman lunch box thrown onto the highway. It continued up to shortly before the shooting, when he suffered public humiliation after his romantic interest in a classmate was revealed.”


  “Doctor,” Jordan said, “didn’t Peter ask for help?”


  “Yes, but even when it was given, the result backfired. Once, for example, after being shoved by a boy at school, Peter charged him. This was seen by a teacher, who brought both boys to the principal’s office for detention. In Peter’s mind, he’d defended himself, and yet he was being punished as well.” King relaxed on the stand. “More recent memories were colored by Peter’s brother’s death and his inability to live up to the same standards his brother had set as a student and a son.”


  “Did Peter talk about his parents?”


  “Yes. Peter loved his parents, but didn’t feel he could rely on them for protection.”


  “Protection from what?”


  “Troubles in school, feelings he was having, suicide ideation.”


  Jordan turned toward the jury. “Based on your discussions with Peter, and Dr. Ghertz’s findings, were you able to diagnose Peter’s state of mind on March 6, 2007, with a reasonable degree of medical certainty?”


  “Yes. Peter was suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder.”


  “Can you explain what that is?”


  King nodded. “It’s a psychiatric disorder that can occur following an experience in which a person is oppressed or victimized. For example, we’ve all heard of soldiers who come home from war and can’t adjust to the world because of PTSD. People who suffer from PTSD often relive the experience through nightmares, have difficulty sleeping, feel detached. In extreme cases, after exposure to serious trauma, they might exhibit hallucinations or dissociation.”


  “Are you saying that Peter was hallucinating on the morning of March sixth?”


  “No. I believe that he was in a dissociative state.”


  “What’s that?”


  “It’s when you’re physically present, but mentally removed,” King explained. “When you can separate your feelings about an event from the knowledge of it.”


  Jordan knit his brows together. “Hang on, Doctor. Do you mean that a person in a dissociative state could drive a car?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “And set up a pipe bomb?”


  “Yes.”


  “And load weapons?”


  “Yes.”


  “And fire those weapons?”


  “Sure.”


  “And all that time, that person wouldn’t know what he was doing?”


  “Yes, Mr. McAfee,” King said. “That’s exactly right.”


  “In your opinion, when did Peter slip into this dissociative state?”


  “During our interviews, Peter explained that the morning of March sixth, he got up early and went to check a website for feedback on his video game. By accident, he pulled up an old file on his computer—the email he had sent to Josie Cormier, detailing his feelings for her. It was the same email that, weeks before, had been sent to the entire school, and that had preceded an even greater humiliation, when his pants were pulled down in the cafeteria. After he saw that email, he said, he can’t really remember the rest of what happened.”


  “I pull up old files by accident on my computer all the time,” Jordan said, “but I don’t go into a dissociative state.”


  “The computer had always been a safe haven for Peter. It was the vehicle he used to create a world that was comfortable for him, peopled by characters who appreciated him and whom he had control over, as he didn’t in real life. Having this one secure zone suddenly become yet another place where humiliation occurred is what triggered the break.”


  Jordan crossed his arms, playing devil’s advocate. “I don’t know... we’re talking about an email here. Is it really fair to compare bullying to the trauma seen by war veterans in Iraq, or survivors from 9/11?”


  “The thing that’s important to remember about PTSD is that a traumatic event affects different people differently. For example, for some, a violent rape might trigger PTSD. For others, a brief groping might trigger it. It doesn’t matter if the traumatic event is war, or a terrorist attack, or sexual assault, or bullying—what counts is where the subject is starting from, emotionally.”


  King turned to the jury. “You might have heard, for example, of battered woman syndrome. It doesn’t make sense, on the outside, when a woman—even one who’s been victimized for years—kills her husband when he’s fast asleep.”


  “Objection,” Diana said. “Does anyone see a battered woman on trial?”


  “I’ll allow it,” Judge Wagner replied.


  “Even when a battered woman is not immediately under physical threat, she psychologically believes she is, thanks to a chronic, escalating pattern of violence that’s caused her to suffer from PTSD. It’s living in this constant state of fear that something’s going to happen, that it’s going to keep happening, which leads her to pick up the gun at that moment, even though her husband is snoring. To her, he is still an immediate threat,” King said. “A child who is suffering from PTSD, like Peter, is terrified that the bully is going to kill him eventually. Even if the bully is not at that moment shoving him into a locker or punching him, it could happen at any second. And so, like the battered wife, he takes action even when—to you and me—nothing seems to warrant the attack.”


  “Wouldn’t someone notice this sort of irrational fear?” Jordan asked.


  “Probably not. A child who suffers from PTSD has made unsuccessful attempts to get help, and as the victimization continues, he stops asking for it. He withdraws socially, because he’s never quite sure when interaction is going to lead to another incident of bullying. He probably thinks of killing himself. He escapes into a fantasy world, where he can call the shots. However, he starts retreating there so often that it gets harder and harder to separate that from reality. During the actual incidents of bullying, a child with PTSD might retreat into an altered state of consciousness—a dissociation from reality to keep him from feeling pain or humiliation while the incident occurs. That’s exactly what I think happened to Peter on March sixth.”


  “Even though none of the kids who’d bullied him were present in his bedroom when that email appeared?”


  “Correct. Peter had spent his entire life being beaten and taunted and threatened, to the point where he believed he would be killed by those same kids if he didn’t do something. The email triggered a dissociative state, and when he went to Sterling High and fired shots, he was completely unaware of what he was doing.”


  “How long can a dissociative state last?”


  “It depends. Peter could have been dissociating for several hours.”


  “Hours?” Jordan repeated.


  “Absolutely. There’s no point during the shootings that illustrates to me conscious awareness of his actions.”


  Jordan glanced at the prosecutor. “We all saw a video where Peter sat down after firing shots in the cafeteria and ate a bowl of cereal. Is that meaningful to your diagnosis?”


  “Yes. In fact, I can’t think of clearer proof that Peter was still dissociating at that moment. You’ve got a boy who is completely unaware of the fact that he’s surrounded by classmates he’d either killed, wounded, or sent fleeing. He sits down and takes the time to calmly pour a bowl of Rice Krispies, unaffected by the carnage around him.”


  “What about the fact that many of the children Peter fired at were not part of what could commonly be called the ‘popular crowd’? That there were special-needs children and scholars and even a teacher who became his victims?”


  “Again,” the psychiatrist said, “we’re not talking about rational behavior. Peter wasn’t calculating his actions; at the moment he was shooting, he had separated himself from the reality of the situation. Anyone Peter encountered during those nineteen minutes was a potential threat.”


  “In your opinion, when did Peter’s dissociative state end?” Jordan asked.


  “When Peter was in custody, speaking to Detective Ducharme. That’s when he started reacting normally, given the horror of the situation. He began to cry and ask for his mother—which indicates both a recognition of his surroundings and an appropriate, childlike response.”


  Jordan leaned against the rail of the jury box. “There’s been some evidence in this case, Doctor, that Peter wasn’t the only child in the school who was bullied. So why did he react this way to it?”


  “Well, as I said, different people have different responses to stress. In Peter’s case, I saw an extreme emotional vulnerability, which, in fact, was the reason he was teased. Peter didn’t play by the codes of boys. He wasn’t a big athlete. He wasn’t tough. He was sensitive. And difference is not always respected—particularly when you’re a teenager. Adolescence is about fitting in, not standing out.”


  “How does a child who is emotionally vulnerable wind up one day carrying four guns into a school and shooting twenty-nine people?”


  “Part of it is the PTSD—Peter’s response to chronic victimization. But a big part of it, too, is the society that created both Peter and those bullies. Peter’s response is one enforced by the world he lives in. He sees violent video games selling off the shelves at stores; he listens to music that glorifies murder and rape. He watches his tormentors shove him, strike him, push him, demean him. He lives in a state, Mr. McAfee, whose license plate reads ‘Live Free or Die.’” King shook his head. “All Peter did, one morning, was turn into the person he’d been expected to be all along.”


  ***


  Nobody knew this, but once, Josie had broken up with Matt Royston.


  They had been going out for nearly a year when Matt picked her up one Saturday night. An upperclassman on the football team—someone Brady knew—was having a party at his house. You up for it? Matt had asked, even though he’d already been driving there when he asked her.


  The house had been pulsing like a carnival by the time they arrived, cars parked on the curb and the sidewalk and the lawn. Through the upstairs windows, Josie could see people dancing; as they walked up the driveway, a girl was throwing up in the bushes.


  Matt didn’t let go of her hand. They twined through wall-to-wall bodies, embroidering their path to the kitchen, where the keg was set up, and then back to the dining room, where the table had been tipped on its side to create a bigger dance floor. The kids they passed were not only from Sterling High, but other towns, too. Some had the red-rimmed, loose-jawed stare that came from smoking pot. Guys and girls sniffed at each other, circling for sex.


  She didn’t know anyone, but that wasn’t important, because she was with Matt. They pressed closer, in the heat of a hundred other bodies. Matt slid his leg between hers while the music beat like blood, and she lifted up her arms to fit herself against him.


  Everything had gone wrong when she went to use the bathroom. First, Matt had wanted to follow her—he said it wasn’t safe for her to be alone. She finally convinced him it would take all of thirty seconds, but as she started off, a tall boy wearing a Green Day shirt and a hoop earring turned too quickly and spilled his beer on her. Oh, shit, he’d said.


  It’s okay. Josie had a tissue in her pocket; she took it out and started to blot her blouse dry.


  Let me, the boy said, and he took the napkin from her. At the same time they both realized how ridiculous it was trying to soak up that much liquid with a tiny square of Kleenex. He started laughing, and then she did, and his hand was still lightly resting on her shoulder when Matt came up and punched him in the face.


  What are you doing! Josie had screamed. The boy was out cold on the floor, and other people were trying to get out of the way but stay close enough to see the fight. Matt grabbed her wrist so hard that she thought it was going to snap. He dragged her out of the house and into the car, where she sat in stony silence.


  He was just trying to help, Josie said.


  Matt put the car into reverse and lurched backward. You want to stay? You want to be a slut?


  He’d started to drive like a lunatic—running red lights, taking corners on two wheels, doubling the speed limit. She told him to slow down three times, and then she just closed her eyes and hoped it would be over soon.


  When Matt had screeched to a stop in front of her house, she turned to him, unusually calm. I don’t want to go out with you anymore, she had said, and she got out of the car. His voice trailed her to the front door: Good. Why would I want to go out with a fucking whore, anyway?


  She had managed to slip by her mother, feigning a headache. In the bathroom, she’d stared at herself in the mirror, trying to figure out who this girl was who had suddenly grown such a backbone, and why she still felt like crying. She’d lain in her bed for an hour, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes, wondering why—if she’d been the one to end it—she felt so miserable.


  When the phone rang after three in the morning, Josie grabbed it and hung it up again, so that when her mother picked up, she would assume it had been a wrong number. She held her breath for a few seconds, and then lifted the receiver and punched in *69. She knew, even before she saw the familiar string of numbers, that it was Matt.


  Josie, he had said, when she called back. Were you lying?


  About what?


  Loving me?


  She had pressed her face into the pillow. No, she whispered.


  I can’t live without you, Matt had said, and then she heard something that sounded like a bottle of pills being shaken.


  Josie had frozen. What are you doing?


  What do you care?


  Her mind had started racing. She had her driver’s permit, but couldn’t take the car out herself, and not after dark. She lived too far away from Matt to run there. Don’t move, she said. Just... don’t do anything.


  Downstairs in the garage, she’d found a bicycle she hadn’t ridden since she was in middle school, and she pedaled the four miles to Matt’s house. By the time she got there, it had been raining; her hair and her clothes were glued to her skin. The light was still on in Matt’s bedroom, which was on the first floor. Josie knocked on the window, and he opened it so that she could crawl inside.


  On his desk was a bottle of Tylenol and another one, open, of Jim Beam. Josie faced him. Did you—


  But Matt wrapped his arms around her. He smelled of liquor. You told me not to. I’d do anything for you. Then he had pulled back from her. Would you do anything for me?


  Anything, she vowed.


  Matt had gathered her into his arms. Tell me you didn’t mean it.


  She felt a cage coming down around her; too late she realized that Matt had her trapped by the heart. And like any unwitting animal that was well and truly caught, Josie could escape only by leaving a piece of herself behind.


  I’m so sorry, Josie had said at least a thousand times that night, because it was all her fault.


  ***


  “Dr. Wah,” Diana said, “how much were you paid for your work on this case?”


  “My fee is two thousand dollars per day.”


  “Would it be fair to say that one of the most important components of diagnosing the defendant was the time you spent interviewing him?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “During the course of those ten hours, you were relying on him to be truthful with you in his recollection of events, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “You’d have no way of knowing if he wasn’t being truthful, would you?”


  “I’ve been doing this for some time, Ms. Leven,” the psychiatrist said. “I’ve interviewed enough people to know when someone’s trying to put one over on me.”


  “Part of what you use in determining whether or not a teen is putting one over on you is taking a look at the circumstances they’re in, correct?”


  “Sure.”


  “And the circumstances in which you found Peter included being locked up in jail for multiple first-degree murders?”


  “That’s right.”


  “So, basically,” Diana said, “Peter had a huge incentive to find a way out.”


  “Or, Ms. Leven,” Dr. Wah countered, “you could also say he had nothing left to lose by telling the truth.”


  Diana pressed her lips together; a yes or no answer would have done just fine. “You said that part of your diagnosis of PTSD came from the fact that the defendant was attempting to get help, and couldn’t. Was this based on information he gave you during your interviews?”


  “Yes, corroborated by his parents, and some of the teachers who testified for you, Ms. Leven.”


  “You also said that part of your diagnosis of PTSD was illustrated by Peter’s retreat into a fantasy world, correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “And you based that on the computer games that Peter told you about during your interviews?”


  “Correct.”


  “Isn’t it true that when you sent Peter to Dr. Ghertz, you told him he was going to have some brain scans done?”


  “Yes.”


  “Couldn’t Peter have told Dr. Ghertz that a smiling face looked angry, if he thought it would help you out with a diagnosis?”


  “I suppose it would be possible...”


  “You also said, Doctor, that reading an email the morning of March sixth is what put Peter into a dissociative state, one strong enough to last through Peter’s entire killing spree at Sterling High—”


  “Objection—”


  “Sustained,” the judge said.


  “Did you base that conclusion on anything other than what Peter Houghton told you—Peter, who was sitting in a jail cell, charged with ten murders and nineteen attempted murders?”


  King Wah shook his head. “No, but any other psychiatrist would have done the same.”


  Diana just raised a brow. “Any psychiatrist who stood to make two thousand bucks a day,” she said, and even before Jordan objected she withdrew her remark. “You said that Peter was suffering from suicide ideation.”


  “Yes.”


  “So he wanted to kill himself?”


  “Yes. That’s very common for patients with PTSD.”


  “Detective Ducharme has testified that there were one hundred sixteen bullet casings found in the high school that morning. Another thirty unspent rounds were found on Peter’s person, and another fifty-two unspent rounds were found in the backpack he was carrying, along with two guns he didn’t use. So, do the math for me, Doctor. How many bullets are we talking about?”


  “One hundred and ninety-eight.”


  Diana faced him. “In a span of nineteen minutes, Peter had two hundred chances to kill himself, instead of every other student he encountered at Sterling High. Is that right, Doctor?”


  “Yes. But there is an extremely fine line between a suicide and a homicide. Many depressed people who have made the decision to shoot themselves choose, at the last moment, to shoot someone else instead.”


  Diana frowned. “I thought Peter was in a dissociated state,” she said. “I thought he was incapable of making choices.”


  “He was. He was pulling the trigger without any thought of consequence or knowledge of what he was doing.”


  “Either that, or it was a tissue-paper line he felt like crossing, right?”


  Jordan stood up. “Objection. She’s bullying my witness.”


  “Oh, for God’s sake, Jordan,” Diana snapped, “you can’t use your defense on me.”


  “Counselors,” the judge warned.


  “You also testified, Doctor, that this dissociative state of Peter’s ended when Detective Ducharme began to ask him questions at the police station, correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “Would it be fair to say that you based this assumption on the fact that at that moment, Peter started to respond in an appropriate manner, given the situation he was in?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then how do you explain how, hours earlier, when three officers pointed a gun at Peter and told him to drop his weapon, he was able to do what they asked?”


  Dr. Wah hesitated. “Well.”


  “Isn’t that an appropriate response, when three policemen have their weapons drawn and pointed at you?”


  “He put the gun down,” the psychiatrist said, “because even on a subliminal level, he understood that otherwise, he was going to be shot.”


  “But Doctor,” Diana said. “I thought you told us that Peter wanted to die.”


  She sat back down, satisfied that Jordan could do nothing on redirect that would damage the headway she’d made. “Dr. Wah,” he said, “you spent a lot of time with Peter, didn’t you?”


  “Unlike some doctors in my field,” he said pointedly, “I actually believe in meeting the client you’re going to be talking about in court.”


  “Why is this important?”


  “To build a rapport,” the psychiatrist said. “To foster a relationship between doctor and patient.”


  “Would you take everything a patient told you at face value?”


  “Certainly not, especially under these circumstances.”


  “In fact, there are many ways to corroborate a client’s story, aren’t there?”


  “Of course. In Peter’s case, I spoke with his parents. There were instances in the school records where bullying was mentioned—although there was no response from the administration. The police package I received supported Peter’s statement about his email being sent out to several hundred members of the school community.”


  “Did you find any corroborative points that helped you diagnose the dissociative state Peter went into on March sixth?” Jordan asked.


  “Yes. Although the police investigation stated that Peter had created a list of target victims, there were far more people shot who were not on the list... who were, in fact, students he didn’t even know by name.”


  “Why is that important?”


  “Because it tells me that at the time he was shooting, he wasn’t targeting individual students. He was merely going through the motions.”


  “Thank you, Doctor,” Jordan said, and he nodded to Diana.


  She looked at the psychiatrist. “Peter told you he had been humiliated in the cafeteria,” she said. “Did he mention any other specific places?”


  “The playground. The school bus. The boys’ bathroom and the locker room.”


  “When Peter started shooting at Sterling High, did he go into the principal’s office?”


  “Not that I’m aware of.”


  “How about the library?”


  “No.”


  “The staff lounge?”


  Dr. Wah shook his head. “No.”


  “The art studio?”


  “I don’t believe so.”


  “In fact, Peter went from the cafeteria, to the bathrooms, to the gym, to the locker room. He went methodically from one venue where he’d been bullied to the next, right?”


  “It seems so.”


  “You said he was going through the motions, Doctor,” Diana said. “But wouldn’t you call that a plan?”


  ***


  When Peter got back to the jail that night, the detention officer who took him to his cell handed him a letter. “You missed mail call,” he said, and Peter couldn’t speak, so unaccustomed was he to that concentrated a dose of kindness.


  He sat down with his back to the wall on the lower bunk and surveyed the envelope. He was a little nervous, now, about mail—he had been since Jordan reamed him for talking to that reporter. But this envelope wasn’t typed, like that one had been. This letter was handwritten, with little puffy circles floating over the i’s like clouds.


  He ripped it open and unfolded the letter inside. It smelled like oranges.


  Dear Peter,


  You don’t know me by name, but I was number 9. That’s how I left the school, with a big magic marker label on my forehead. You tried to kill me.


  I am not at your trial, so don’t try to find me in the crowd. I couldn’t stand being in that town anymore, so my parents moved a month ago. I start school in a week here in Minnesota, and already people have heard about me. They only know me as a victim from Sterling High. I don’t have interests, I don’t have a personality, I don’t even have a history, except the one you gave me.


  I had a 4.0 average but I don’t care very much about grades anymore. What’s the point. I used to have all these dreams, but now I don’t know if I’ll go to college, since I still can’t sleep through the night. I can’t deal with people who sneak up behind me either, or doors that slam really loud, or fireworks. I’ve been in therapy long enough to tell you one thing: I’m never going to set foot in Sterling again.


  You shot me in the back. The doctors said I was lucky—that if I’d sneezed or turned to look at you I would be in a wheelchair now. Instead, I just have to deal with the people who stare when I forget and put on a tank top—anyone can see the scars from the bullet and the chest tubes and the stitches. I don’t care—they used to stare at the zits on my face; now they just have another place to focus their attention.


  I’ve thought about you a lot. I think you should go to jail. It’s fair, and this wasn’t, and there’s a kind of balance in that.


  I was in your French class, did you know that? I sat in the row by the window, second from the back. You always seemed sort of mysterious, and I liked your smile.


  I would have liked to be your friend.


  Sincerely,


  Angela Phlug


  Peter folded the letter and slipped it inside his pillowcase. Ten minutes later, he took it out again. He read it all night long, over and over, until the sun rose; until he did not need to see the words to recite it by heart.


  ***


  Lacy had dressed for her son. Although it was nearly eighty-five degrees outside, she was wearing a sweater she had dug out of a box in the attic, a pink angora one that Peter had liked to stroke like a kitten when he was tiny. Around her wrist was a bracelet Peter had made her in fourth grade by rolling up tiny bits of magazines into splashy colored beads. She had on a gray patterned skirt that Peter had laughed at once, saying it looked like a computer’s motherboard, and wasn’t that sort of fitting. And her hair was braided neatly, because she remembered how the tail had brushed Peter’s face the last time she’d kissed him good night.


  She’d made a promise to herself. No matter how hard this got, no matter how much she had to sob her way through the questions, she would not take her eyes off Peter. He would be, she decided, like the pictures of white beaches that birthing mothers sometimes brought in as a focal point. His face would force her to concentrate, even though her pulse was skittish and her heart was off a beat; she would show Peter that there was still someone steadfastly watching over him.


  As Jordan McAfee called her to the stand, the strangest thing happened. She walked in with the bailiff, but instead of marching toward the tiny wooden balcony where the witness was to sit, her body moved of its own accord in the other direction. Diana Leven knew where she was heading before Lacy did herself—she stood up to object, but then decided against it. Lacy’s step was quick, her arms flat at her sides, until she was positioned in front of the defense table. She knelt down beside Peter, so that his face was the only thing she could see in her range of vision. Then she reached out with her left hand and she touched his face.


  His skin was still as smooth as a child’s, warm to the touch. When she cupped his cheek, his lashes fanned over her thumb. She had visited her son weekly in the jail, but there had always been a line between them. This—the feeling of him underneath her own hands, vital and real—was the kind of gift you had to take out of its box every now and then, hold aloft, marvel at, so you didn’t forget that it was still in your possession. Lacy remembered the moment Peter had first been placed in her arms, still slick with vernix and blood, his raw, red mouth round with a newborn’s cry, his arms and legs splayed in this suddenly infinite space. Leaning forward, she did now the same thing she’d done the first time she’d met her son: closed her eyes, winged a prayer, and kissed his forehead.


  A bailiff touched her shoulder. “Ma’am,” he began.


  Lacy shrugged him off and got to her feet. She walked to the witness box and unhooked the latch of the gate, let herself inside.


  Jordan McAfee approached her, holding a box of Kleenex. He turned his back so that the jury could not see him speaking. “You okay?” he whispered. Lacy nodded, faced Peter, and offered up a smile like a sacrifice.


  “Can you state your name for the record?” Jordan asked.


  “Lacy Houghton.”


  “Where do you live?”


  “1616 Goldenrod Lane, Sterling, New Hampshire.”


  “Who lives with you?”


  “My husband, Lewis,” Lacy said. “And my son, Peter.”


  “Do you have any other children, Ms. Houghton?”


  “I had a son, Joseph, but he was killed by a drunk driver last year.”


  “Can you tell us,” Jordan McAfee said, “when you first became aware that something had happened at Sterling High School on March sixth?”


  “I was on call overnight at the hospital. I’m a midwife. After I had finished delivering a baby that morning. I went out to the nurses’ station, and they were all gathered around the radio. There had been an explosion at the high school.”


  “What did you do when you heard?”


  “I told someone to cover for me, and I drove to the school. I needed to make sure that Peter was all right.”


  “How did Peter usually get to school?”


  “He drove,” Lacy said. “He has a car.”


  “Ms. Houghton, tell me about your relationship with Peter.”


  Lacy smiled. “He’s my baby. I had two sons, but Peter was the one who was always quieter, more sensitive. He always needed a little more encouragement.”


  “Were you two close when he was growing up?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “How was Peter’s relationship with his brother?”


  “It was fine...”


  “And his father?”


  Lacy hesitated. She could feel Lewis in the room as surely as if he were beside her, and she thought about him walking in the rain through the cemetery. “I think that Lewis had a tighter bond with Joey, while Peter and I have more in common.”


  “Did Peter ever tell you about the problems he had with other kids?”


  “Yes.”


  “Objection,” the prosecutor said. “Hearsay.”


  “I’m going to overrule it for now,” the judge answered. “But be careful where you’re going, Mr. McAfee.”


  Jordan turned to her again. “Why do you think Peter had problems with those kids?”


  “He’d get picked on because he wasn’t like them. He wasn’t very athletic. He didn’t like to play cops and robbers. He was artistic and creative and thoughtful, and kids made fun of him for that.”


  “What did you do?”


  “I tried,” Lacy admitted, “to toughen him up.” As she spoke she directed her words at Peter, and hoped he could read it as an apology. “What does any mother do when she sees her child being teased by someone else? I told Peter I loved him; that kids like that didn’t know anything. I told him that he was amazing and compassionate and kind and smart, all the things we want adults to be. I knew that all the attributes he was teased for, at age five, were going to work in his favor by the time he was thirty-five... but I couldn’t get him there overnight. You can’t fast-forward your child’s life, no matter how much you want to.”


  “When did Peter start high school, Ms. Houghton?”


  “In the fall of 2004.”


  “Was Peter still being picked on there?”


  “Worse than ever,” Lacy said. “I even asked his brother to keep an eye out for him.”


  Jordan walked toward her. “Tell me about Joey.”


  “Everybody liked Joey. He was smart, an excellent athlete. He could relate just as easily to adults as he could to kids his own age. He... well, he cut a swath through that school.”


  “You must have been very proud of him.”


  “I was. But I think that because of Joey, teachers and students had a certain sort of idea in mind for a Houghton boy, before Peter even arrived. And when he did get there, and people realized he wasn’t like Joey, it only made things worse for him.” She watched Peter’s face transform as she spoke, like the change of a season. Why hadn’t she taken the time before, when she had it, to tell Peter that she understood? That she knew Joey had cast such a wide shadow, it was hard to find the sunlight?


  “How old was Peter when Joey died?”


  “It was at the end of his sophomore year.”


  “That must have been devastating for the family,” Jordan said.


  “It was.”


  “What did you do to help Peter deal with his grief?”


  Lacy glanced down at her lap. “I wasn’t in any shape to help Peter. I had a very hard time helping myself.”


  “What about your husband? Was he a resource for Peter then?”


  “I think we were both just trying to make it through one day at a time.... If anything, Peter was the one who was holding the family together.”


  “Mrs. Houghton, did Peter ever say that he wanted to hurt people at school?”


  Lacy’s throat tightened. “No.”


  “Was there ever anything in Peter’s personality that led you to believe he was capable of an act like this?”


  “When you look into your baby’s eyes,” Lacy said softly, “you see everything you hope they can be... not everything you wish they won’t become.”


  “Did you ever find any plans or notes to indicate that Peter was plotting this event?”


  A tear coursed down her cheek. “No.”


  Jordan softened his voice. “Did you look, Mrs. Houghton?”


  She thought back to the moment she’d cleared out Joey’s desk; how she’d stood over the toilet and flushed the drugs she’d found hidden in his drawer. “No,” Lacy confessed. “I didn’t. I thought I was helping him. After Joey died, all I wanted to do was keep Peter close. I didn’t want to invade his privacy; I didn’t want to fight with him; I didn’t want anyone else to ever hurt him. I just wanted him to be a child forever.” She glanced up, crying harder now. “But you can’t do that, if you’re a parent. Because part of your job is letting them grow up.”


  There was a clatter in the gallery as a man in the back stood up, nearly upending a television camera. Lacy had never seen him before. He had thinning black hair and a mustache; his eyes were on fire. “Guess what,” he spat out. “My daughter Maddie is never going to grow up.” He pointed at a woman beside him, and then further forward on a bench. “Neither is her daughter. Or his son. You goddamned bitch. If you’d done your job better, I could still be doing my job.”


  The judge began to smack his gavel. “Sir,” he said. “Sir, I have to ask you to—”


  “Your son’s a monster. He’s a fucking monster,” the man yelled, as two bailiffs reached his seat and grabbed him by the upper arms, dragging him out of the courtroom.


  Once, Lacy had been present at the birth of an infant that was missing half its heart. The family had known that their child would not live; they chose to carry through with the pregnancy, in the hope that they could have a few brief moments on this earth with her before she was gone for good. Lacy had stood in a corner of the room as the parents held their daughter. She didn’t study their faces; she just couldn’t. Instead, she focused on the medical needs of that newborn. She watched it, still and frost-blue, move one tiny fist in slow motion, like an astronaut navigating space. Then, one by one, her fingers unfurled and she let go.


  Lacy thought of those miniature fingers, of slipping away. She turned to Peter. I’m so sorry, she mouthed silently. Then she covered her face with her hands and sobbed.


  ***


  Once the judge had called for a recess and the jury had filed out, Jordan moved toward the bench. “Judge, the defense asks to be heard,” he said. “We’d like to move for a mistrial.”


  Even with his back to her, he could feel Diana rolling her eyes. “How convenient.”


  “Well, Mr. McAfee,” the judge said, “on what grounds?”


  The grounds that I’ve got absolutely nothing better to salvage my case, Jordan thought. “Your Honor, there’s been an incredibly emotional outburst from the father of a victim in front of the jury. There’s no way that kind of speech can be ignored, and there’s no instruction you can give them that will unring that bell.”


  “Is that all, Counselor?”


  “No,” Jordan said. “Prior to this, the jury may not have known that family members of the victims were sitting in the gallery. Now they do—and they also know that every move they make is being watched by those same people. That’s a tremendous amount of pressure to put on a jury in a case that’s already extremely emotional and highly publicized. How are they supposed to put aside the expectations of these family members and do their jobs fairly and impartially?”


  “Are you kidding?” Diana said. “Who did the jury think was in the gallery? Vagrants? Of course it’s full of people who were affected by the shootings. That’s why they’re here.”


  Judge Wagner glanced up. “Mr. McAfee, I’m not declaring a mistrial. I understand your concern, but I think I can address it with an instruction to the jurors to disregard any sort of emotional outburst from the gallery. Everyone involved in this case understands that emotions are running high, and that people may not always be able to control themselves. However, I’ll also issue a cautionary instruction to the gallery to restrain themselves, or I will close the courtroom to observers.”


  Jordan sucked in his breath. “Please do note my exception, Your Honor.”


  “Of course, Mr. McAfee,” he said. “See you in fifteen minutes.”


  As the judge exited for chambers, Jordan headed back to the defense table, trying to divine some sort of magic that would save Peter. The truth was, no matter what King Wah had said, no matter how clear the explanation of PTSD, no matter if the jury completely empathized with Peter—Jordan had forgotten one salient point: they would always feel sorrier for the victims.


  Diana smiled at him on her way out of the courtroom. “Nice try,” she said.


  ***


  Selena’s favorite room in the courthouse was tucked near the janitor’s closet and filled with old maps. She had no idea what they were doing in a courthouse instead of a library, but she liked to hide up there sometimes when she got tired of watching Jordan strut around in front of the bench. She’d come here a few times during the trial to nurse Sam on the days they didn’t have a sitter to watch him.


  Now she led Lacy into her haven and sat her down in front of a world map that had the southern hemisphere as its center. Australia was purple, New Zealand green. It was Selena’s favorite. She liked the red dragons painted into the seas, and the fierce storm clouds in the corners. She liked the calligraphed compass, drawn for direction. She liked thinking that the world might look completely different from another angle.


  Lacy Houghton had not stopped crying, and Selena knew she had to—or the cross-examination was going to be a disaster. She sat down beside Lacy. “Can I get you something? Soup? Coffee?”


  Lacy shook her head and wiped her nose with a tissue. “I can’t do anything to save him.”


  “That’s Jordan’s job,” Selena said, although to be frank, she couldn’t imagine a scenario for Peter that did not involve serious jail time. She racked her brain, trying to think of what else she could say or do to calm Lacy down, just as Sam reached up and yanked on one of her braids.


  Bingo.


  “Lacy,” Selena said. “Do you mind holding him while I look for something in my bag?”


  Lacy lifted her gaze. “You... you don’t mind?”


  Selena shook her head and transferred the baby to her lap. Sam stared up at Lacy, diligently trying to fit his fist in his mouth. “Gah,” he said.


  A smile ghosted across Lacy’s face. “Little man,” she whispered, and she shifted the baby so that she could hold him more firmly.


  “Excuse me?”


  Selena turned to see the door crack open and Alex Cormier’s face peek inside. She immediately stood up. “Your Honor, you can’t come in—”


  “Let her,” Lacy said.


  Selena stepped back as the judge walked into the room and sat down beside Lacy. She put a Styrofoam cup on the table and reached out, smiling a little as Sam grabbed onto her pinky finger and tugged on it. “The coffee here is awful, but I brought you some anyway.”


  “Thanks.”


  Selena moved gingerly behind the stacks of maps until she was standing behind the two women, watching them with the same stunned curiosity she’d have shown if a lioness cozied up to an impala instead of eating it.


  “You did well in there,” the judge said.


  Lacy shook her head. “I didn’t do well enough.”


  “She won’t ask you much on cross, if anything.”


  Lacy lifted the baby to her chest and stroked his back. “I don’t think I can go back in there,” she said, her voice hitching.


  “You can, and you will,” the judge said. “Because Peter needs you to.”


  “They hate him. They hate me.”


  Judge Cormier put her hand on Lacy’s shoulder. “Not everyone,” she said. “When we go back, I’m going to be sitting in the front row. You don’t have to look at the prosecutor. You just look at me.”


  Selena’s jaw dropped. Often, with fragile witnesses or young children, they’d plant a person as a focal point to make testifying less scary. To make them feel that out of that whole crowd of people, they had at least one friend.


  Sam found his thumb and started to suck on it, falling asleep against Lacy’s chest. Selena watched Alex reach out, stroke the dark marabou tufts of her son’s hair. “Everyone thinks you make mistakes when you’re young,” the judge said to Lacy. “But I don’t think we make any fewer when we’re grown up.”


  ***


  As Jordan walked into the holding cell where Peter was being kept, he was already doing damage control. “It’s not going to hurt us,” he announced. “The judge is going to give the jury instructions to disregard that whole outburst.”


  Peter sat on the metal bench, his head in his hands.


  “Peter,” Jordan said. “Did you hear me? I know it looked bad, and I know it was upsetting, but legally, it isn’t going to affect your—”


  “I need to tell her why I did it,” Peter interrupted.


  “Your mother?” Jordan said. “You can’t. She’s still sequestered.” He hesitated. “Look, as soon as I can get you to talk to her, I—”


  “No. I mean, I have to tell everyone.”


  Jordan looked at his client. Peter was dry-eyed; his fists rested on the bench. When he lifted his gaze, it wasn’t the terrified face of the child he’d sat beside in court on the first day of the trial. It was someone who had grown up, overnight.


  “We’re getting out your side of the story,” Jordan said. “You just have to be patient. I know this is hard to believe, but it’s going to come together. We’re doing the best we can.”


  “We’re not,” Peter said. “You are.” He stood up, walking closer to Jordan. “You promised. You said it was our turn. But when you said that, you meant your turn, didn’t you? You never intended for me to get up there and tell everyone what really happened.”


  “Did you see what they did to your mother?” Jordan argued. “Do you have any idea what’s going to happen to you if you get up there and sit in that witness box?”


  In that instant, something in Peter broke: not his anger, and not his hidden fear, but that last spider-thread of hope. Jordan thought of the testimony Michael Beach had given, about how it looked when the life left a person’s face. You did not have to witness someone dying to see that.


  “Jordan,” Peter said. “If I’m going to spend the rest of my life in jail, I want them to hear my side of the story.”


  Jordan opened his mouth, intending to tell his client absolutely fucking not, he would not be taking the stand and ruining the tower of cards Jordan had created in the hope of an acquittal. But who was he kidding? Certainly not Peter.


  He took a deep breath. “All right,” he said. “Tell me what you’re going to say.”


  ***


  Diana Leven didn’t have any questions for Lacy Houghton, which—Jordan knew—was most likely a blessing. In addition to the fact that there wasn’t anything the prosecutor could ask her that hadn’t been covered better by Maddie Shaw’s father, he hadn’t known how much more stress Lacy could take without being rendered incomprehensible on the stand. As she was escorted from the courtroom, the judge looked up from his file. “Your next witness, Mr. McAfee?”


  Jordan inhaled deeply. “The defense calls Peter Houghton.”


  Behind him, there was a flurry of activity. Rustling, as reporters dug fresh pens out of their pockets and turned to a fresh page on their pads. Murmurs, as the families of the victims traced Peter’s steps to the witness stand. He could see Selena off to one side, her eyes wide at this unplanned development.


  Peter sat down and stared only at Jordan, just as he’d told him to. Good boy, he thought. “Are you Peter Houghton?”


  “Yes,” Peter said, but he wasn’t close enough to the microphone for it to carry. He leaned forward and repeated the word. “Yes,” he said, and this time, an unholy screech from the PA system rang through the courtroom speakers.


  “What grade are you in, Peter?”


  “I was a junior when I got arrested.”


  “How old are you now?”


  “Eighteen.”


  Jordan walked toward the jury box. “Peter, are you the person who went to Sterling High School the morning of March 6, 2007, and shot and killed ten people?”


  “Yes.”


  “And wounded nineteen others?”


  “Yes.”


  “And caused damage to countless other people, and to a great deal of property?”


  “I know,” Peter said.


  “You’re not denying that today, are you?”


  “No.”


  “Can you tell the jury,” Jordan asked, “why you did it?”


  Peter looked into his eyes. “They started it.”


  “Who?”


  “The bullies. The jocks. The ones who called me a freak my whole life.”


  “Do you remember their names?”


  “There are so many of them,” Peter said.


  “Can you tell us why you felt you had to resort to violence?”


  Jordan had told Peter that whatever he did, he could not get angry. That he had to stay calm and collected while he spoke, or his testimony would backfire on him—even more than Jordan already expected. “I tried to do what my mom wanted me to do,” Peter explained. “I tried to be like them, but that didn’t work out.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “I tried out for soccer, but never got any time on the field. Once, I helped some kids play a practical joke on a teacher by moving his car from the parking lot into the gym.... I got detention, but the other kids didn’t, because they were on the basketball team and had a game on Saturday.”


  “But, Peter,” Jordan said, “why this?”


  Peter wet his lips. “It wasn’t supposed to end this way.”


  “Did you plan to kill all those people?”


  They had rehearsed this in the holding cell. All Peter had to say was what he’d said before, when Jordan had coached him. No. No I didn’t.


  Peter looked down at his hands. “When I did it in the game,” he said quietly, “I won.”


  Jordan froze. Peter had broken from the script, and now Jordan couldn’t find his line. He only knew that the curtain was going to close before he finished. Scrambling, he replayed Peter’s response in his mind: it wasn’t all bad. It made him sound depressed, like a loner.


  You can salvage this, Jordan thought to himself.


  He walked up to Peter, trying desperately to communicate that he needed focus here; he needed Peter to play along with him. He needed to show the jury that this boy had chosen to stand before them in order to show remorse. “Do you understand now that there weren’t any winners that day, Peter?”


  Jordan saw something shine in Peter’s eyes. A tiny flame, one that had been rekindled—optimism. Jordan had done his job too well: after five months of telling Peter that he could get him acquitted, that he had a strategy, that he knew what he was doing... Peter, goddammit, had picked this moment to finally believe him.


  “The game’s not over yet, right?” Peter said, and he smiled hopefully at Jordan.


  As two of the jurors turned away, Jordan fought for composure. He walked back to the defense table, cursing under his breath. This had always been Peter’s downfall, hadn’t it? He had no idea what he looked like or sounded like to the ordinary observer, the person who didn’t know that Peter wasn’t actively trying to sound like a homicidal killer, but instead trying to share a private joke with one of his only friends.


  “Mr. McAfee,” the judge said. “Do you have any further questions?”


  He had a thousand: How could you do this to me? How could you do this to yourself? How can I make this jury understand that you didn’t mean that the way it sounded? He shook his head, puzzling through his course of action, and the judge took that for an answer.


  “Ms. Leven?” he said.


  Jordan’s head snapped up. Wait, he wanted to say. Wait, I was still thinking. He held his breath. If Diana asked Peter anything—even what his middle name was—then he’d have a chance to redirect. And surely, then, he could leave the jury with a different impression of Peter.


  Diana riffled through the notes she’d been taking, and then she turned them facedown on the table. “The state has no questions, Your Honor,” she said.


  Judge Wagner summoned a bailiff. “Take Mr. Houghton back to his seat. We’ll adjourn court for the weekend.”


  As soon as the jury was dismissed, the courtroom erupted in a roar of questions. Reporters swam up the stream of onlookers toward the bar, hoping to corral Jordan for a quote. He grabbed his briefcase and hurried out the back door, the one through which the bailiffs were taking Peter.


  “Hold it,” he called out. He jogged closer to the men, who stood with Peter between them, his hands cuffed. “I have to talk to my client about Monday.”


  The bailiffs looked at each other, and then at Jordan. “Two minutes,” they said, but they didn’t step away. If Jordan wanted to talk to Peter, this was the only circumstance in which he was going to do it.


  Peter’s face was flushed, beaming. “Did I do a good job?”


  Jordan hesitated, fishing for a string of words. “Did you say what you wanted to say?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Then you did a really good job,” Jordan said.


  He stood in the hallway and watched the bailiffs lead Peter away. Just before he turned the corner, Peter lifted his conjoined hands, a wave. Jordan nodded, his hands in his pockets.


  He slipped out of the jail through a rear door and walked past three media vans with satellite dishes perched on the top like enormous white birds. Through the back window of each van, Jordan could see the producers editing video for the evening news. His face was on every television monitor.


  He passed the last van and heard, through the open window, Peter’s voice. The game’s not over yet.


  Jordan hiked his briefcase over his shoulder and walked a little faster. “Oh, yes it is,” he said.


  ***


  Selena had made her husband what he referred to as the Executioner’s Meal, the same thing she served him each night before a closing argument: roast goose, as in, Your goose is cooked. With Sam already in bed, she slipped a plate in front of Jordan and then sat down across from him. “I don’t even really know what to say,” she admitted.


  Jordan pushed the food away. “I’m not ready for this yet.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I can’t end the case with that.”


  “Baby,” Selena pointed out, “after today, you couldn’t save this case with an entire squad of firefighters.”


  “I can’t just give up. I told Peter he had a chance.” He turned his anguished face up to Selena’s. “I was the one who let him get up on the stand, even though I knew better. There’s got to be something I can do... something I can say so that Peter’s testimony isn’t the last one the jury’s left with.”


  Selena sighed and reached for the dinner plate. She took Jordan’s knife and fork and cut herself a piece, dipped it in cherry sauce. “This is some damn fine goose, Jordan,” she said. “You don’t know what you’re missing.”


  “The witness list,” Jordan said, standing up and rummaging through a stack of papers on the other end of the dining room table. “There’s got to be someone we haven’t called who can help us.” He scanned the names. “Who’s Louise Herrman?”


  “Peter’s third-grade teacher,” Selena said, her mouth full.


  “Why the hell is she on the witness list?”


  “She called us,” Selena said. “She told us that if we needed her, she’d be willing to testify that he was a good boy in third grade.”


  “Well, that’s not going to work. I need someone recent.” He sighed. “There’s nobody else here...” Flipping to the second page, he saw a single, final name typed. “Except Josie Cormier,” Jordan said slowly.


  Selena put down her fork. “You’re calling Alex’s daughter?”


  “Since when do you call Judge Cormier Alex?”


  “The girl doesn’t remember anything.”


  “Well, I’m completely screwed. Maybe she remembers something now. Let’s bring her in and see if she’ll talk.”


  Selena sifted through the piles of papers that covered the serving table, the fireplace mantel, the top of Sam’s walker. “Here’s her statement,” she said, handing it to Jordan.


  The first page was the affidavit that Judge Cormier had brought him—the one that said Jordan wouldn’t put Josie on the stand because she didn’t know anything. The second was the most recent interview the girl had given to Patrick Ducharme. “They’ve been friends since kindergarten.”


  “Were friends.”


  “I don’t care. Diana’s already laid the groundwork here—Peter had a crush on Josie; he killed her boyfriend. If we can get her to say something nice about him—maybe even to show that she forgives him—it will carry weight with the jury.” He stood up. “I’m going back to the courthouse,” he said. “I need a subpoena.”


  ***


  When the doorbell rang on Saturday morning, Josie was still in her pajamas. She’d slept like the dead, which wasn’t surprising, because she hadn’t managed to sleep well all week. Her dreams were full of highways that carried only wheelchairs; of combination locks with no numbers; of beauty queens without faces.


  She was the only person left sitting in the sequestered witness room, which meant that this was nearly over; that soon, she’d be able to breathe again.


  Josie opened the door to find the tall, stunning African-American woman who was married to Jordan McAfee smiling at her, holding out a piece of paper. “I need to give you this, Josie,” she said. “Is your mom home?”


  Josie took the folded blue note. Maybe it was like a cast party for the end of the trial. That would be kind of cool. She called for her mother over her shoulder. Alex appeared with Patrick trailing behind.


  “Oh,” Selena said, blinking.


  Unflappable, her mother folded her arms. “What’s going on?”


  “Judge, I’m sorry to bother you on a Saturday, but my husband was wondering if Josie might be free to speak to him today.”


  “Why?”


  “Because he’s subpoenaed Josie to testify on Monday.”


  The room started to spin. “Testify?” Josie repeated.


  Her mother stepped forward, and from the look on her face, she probably would have done serious damage if Patrick hadn’t wrapped an arm around her waist to hold her back. He plucked the blue paper out of Josie’s hand and scanned it.


  “I can’t go to court,” Josie murmured.


  Her mother shook her head. “You have a signed affidavit from Josie stating that she doesn’t remember anything—”


  “I know you’re upset. But the reality is, Jordan’s calling Josie on Monday, and we’d rather talk to her about her testimony beforehand than have her come in cold. It’s better for us, and it’s better for Josie.” She hesitated. “You can do it the hard way, Judge, or you can do it this way.”


  Josie’s mother clenched her jaw. “Two o’clock,” she gritted out, and she slammed the door in Selena’s face.


  “You promised,” Josie cried. “You promised me I didn’t have to get up there and testify. You said I wouldn’t have to do this!”


  Her mother grabbed her by the shoulders. “Honey, I know this is scary. I know you don’t want to be there. But nothing you say is going to help him. It’s going to be very short and painless.” She glanced at Patrick. “Why the hell is he doing this?”


  “Because his case is in the toilet,” Patrick said. “He wants Josie to save it.”


  That was all it took: Josie burst into tears.


  ***


  Jordan opened the door of his office, carrying Sam like a football in his arms. It was two o’clock on the dot, and Josie Cormier and her mother had arrived. Judge Cormier looked about as inviting as a sheer cliff wall; by contrast, her daughter was shaking like a leaf. “Thanks for coming,” he said, pasting an enormous, friendly smile on his face. Above all else, he wanted Josie to feel at ease.


  Neither of the women said a word.


  “I’m sorry about this,” Jordan said, gesturing toward Sam. “My wife was supposed to be here by now to get the baby so that we could talk, but a logging truck overturned on Route 10.” He stretched his smile wider. “It should only be a minute.”


  He gestured toward the couch and chairs in his office, offering a seat. There were cookies on the table, and a pitcher of water. “Please have something to eat, or drink.”


  “No,” the judge said.


  Jordan sat down, bouncing the baby on his knee. “Right.”


  He stared at the clock, amazed at how very long sixty seconds could be when you wanted them to pass quickly, and then suddenly the door flew open and Selena ran inside. “Sorry, sorry,” she said, flustered, reaching for the baby. As she did, the diaper bag fell off her shoulder, skittering across the floor to land in front of Josie.


  Josie stood up, staring at Selena’s fallen backpack. She backed away, stumbling over her mother’s legs and the side of the couch. “No,” she whimpered, and she curled into a ball in the corner, covering her head with her hands as she started to cry. The noise set Sam off shrieking, and Selena pressed him up against her shoulder as Jordan watched, speechless.


  Judge Cormier crouched beside her daughter. “Josie, what’s the matter. Josie? What’s going on?”


  The girl rocked back and forth, sobbing. She glanced up at her mother. “I remember,” she whispered. “More than I said I did.”


  The judge’s mouth dropped open, and Jordan used her shock to seize the moment. “What do you remember?” he asked, kneeling beside Josie.


  Judge Cormier pushed him out of the way and helped Josie to her feet. She sat her down on the couch and poured her a glass of water from the pitcher on the table. “It’s okay,” the judge murmured.


  Josie took a shuddering breath. “The backpack,” she said, jerking her chin toward the one on the floor. “It fell off Peter’s shoulder, like that one did. The zipper was open, and... and a gun fell out. Matt grabbed it.” Her face contorted. “He fired at Peter, but he missed. And Peter... and he...” She closed her eyes. “That’s when Peter shot him.”


  Jordan caught Selena’s eye. Peter’s defense hinged on PTSD—how one event might trigger another; how a person who was traumatized might be unable to recall anything about the event at all. How someone like Josie might watch a diaper bag fall and instead see what had happened in the locker room months earlier: Peter, with a gun pointing at him—a real and present threat, a bully about to kill him.


  Or, in other words, what Jordan had been saying all along.


  ***


  “It’s a mess,” Jordan said to Selena after the Cormiers had gone home. “And that works for me.”


  Selena hadn’t left with the baby; Sam was now asleep in an empty filing cabinet drawer. She and Jordan sat at the table where, less than an hour ago, Josie had confessed that she’d recently started to remember bits and pieces of the shooting but hadn’t told anyone, out of fear of having to go to court and talk about it. That when the diaper bag had fallen, it had all come flooding back, full-force.


  “If I’d found this out before the trial started, I would have taken it to Diana and used it tactically,” Jordan said. “But since the jury’s already sitting, maybe I can do something even better.”


  “Nothing like an eleventh-hour Hail Mary pass,” Selena said.


  “Let’s assume we put Josie on the stand to say all this in court. All of a sudden, those ten deaths aren’t what they seemed to be. No one knew the real story behind this one, and that calls into question everything else the prosecution’s told the jury about the shootings. In other words, if the state didn’t know this, what else don’t they know?”


  “And,” Selena pointed out, “it highlights what King Wah said. Here was one of the kids who’d tormented Peter, holding a gun on him, just like he’d figured all along would happen.” She hesitated. “Granted, Peter was the one who brought in the gun...”


  “That’s irrelevant,” Jordan said. “I don’t have to have all the answers.” He kissed Selena square on the mouth. “I just need to make sure that the state doesn’t either.”


  ***


  Alex sat on the bench, watching a ragged crew of college students playing Ultimate Frisbee as if they had no idea that the world had split at its seams. Beside her, Josie hugged her knees to her chest. “Why didn’t you tell me?” Alex asked.


  Josie lifted her face. “I couldn’t. You were the judge on the case.”


  Alex felt a stab beneath her breastbone. “But even after I recused myself, Josie... when we went to see Jordan, and you said you didn’t remember anything... That’s why I had you swear the affidavit.”


  “I thought that’s what you wanted me to do,” Josie said. “You told me if I signed it, I wouldn’t have to be a witness... and I didn’t want to go to court. I didn’t want to see Peter again.”


  One of the college players leaped and missed the Frisbee. It sailed toward Alex, landing in a scuffle of dust at her feet. “Sorry,” the boy called, waving.


  Alex picked it up and sent it soaring. The wind lifted the Frisbee and carried it higher, a stain against a perfectly blue sky.


  “Mommy,” Josie said, although she had not called Alex that for years. “What’s going to happen to me?”


  She didn’t know. Not as a judge, not as a lawyer, not as a mother. The only thing she could do was offer good counsel and hope it withstood what was yet to come. “From here on out,” Alex told Josie, “all you have to do is tell the truth.”


  ***


  Patrick had been called into a domestic-violence hostage negotiation down in Cornish and did not reach Sterling until it was nearly midnight. Instead of heading to his own house, he went to Alex’s—it felt more like home, anyway. He’d tried to call her several times today to see what had happened with Jordan McAfee, but he couldn’t get cell phone service where he was.


  He found her sitting in the dark on the living room sofa, and sank down beside her. For a moment, he stared at the wall, just like Alex. “What are we doing?” he whispered.


  She faced him, and that’s when he realized she had been crying. He blamed himself—You should have tried harder to call, you should have come home earlier. “What’s wrong?”


  “I screwed up, Patrick,” Alex said. “I thought I was helping her. I thought I knew what I was doing. As it turned out, I didn’t know anything at all.”


  “Josie?” he asked, trying to fit together the pieces. “Where is she?”


  “Asleep. I gave her a sleeping pill.”


  “You want to talk about it?”


  “We saw Jordan McAfee today, and Josie told him... she told him that she remembered something about the shooting. In fact, she remembered everything.”


  Patrick whistled softly. “So she was lying?”


  “I don’t know. I think she was scared.” Alex glanced up at Patrick. “That’s not all. According to Josie, Matt shot at Peter first.”


  “What?”


  “The knapsack Peter was carrying fell down in front of Matt, and he got hold of one of the guns. He shot, but he missed.”


  Patrick rubbed a hand down his face. Diana Leven was not going to be happy.


  “What’s going to happen to Josie?” Alex said. “The best-case scenario is that she gets on the stand and the entire town hates her for testifying on Peter’s behalf. The worst-case scenario is that she commits perjury on the stand and gets charged with it.”


  Patrick’s mind was racing. “You can’t worry about this. It’s out of your hands. Besides, Josie will be fine. She’s a survivor.”


  He leaned down and kissed her, softly, his mouth rounding over words he couldn’t yet tell her, and promises he was afraid to make. He kissed her until he felt the tightness go out of her spine. “You ought to go take one of those sleeping pills,” he whispered.


  Alex tilted her head. “You’re not staying?”


  “Can’t. I’ve still got work to do.”


  “You came all the way over here to tell me you’re leaving?”


  Patrick looked at her, wishing he could explain what he had to do. “I’ll see you later, Alex,” he said.


  ***


  Alex had confided in him, but as a judge, she would know that Patrick could not keep her secret. On Monday morning, when Patrick saw the prosecutor, he’d have to tell Diana what he now knew about Matt Royston firing the first shot in the locker room. Legally, he was obligated to disclose this new wrinkle. However, technically, he had all day Sunday to do with that information whatever he liked.


  If Patrick could find evidence to back up Josie’s allegations, then it would soften the blow for her on the stand—and make him a hero in Alex’s eyes. But there was another part of him that wanted to search the locker room again for another reason. Patrick knew he had personally combed that small space for evidence, that no other bullet had been found. And if Matt had shot first at Peter, there should have been one.


  He hadn’t wanted to say this to Alex, but Josie had lied to them once. There was no reason she couldn’t be doing it again.


  At six in the morning, Sterling High School was a sleeping giant. Patrick unlocked the front door and moved through the corridors in the dark. They had been professionally cleaned, but that didn’t stop him from seeing, in the beam of his flashlight, the spots where bullets had broken windows and blood had stained the floor. He moved quickly, the heels of his boots echoing, as he pushed aside blue construction tarps and avoided stacks of lumber.


  Patrick opened the double doors of the gym and squeaked his way across the Morse-coded markings on the polyurethaned boards. He flicked a bank of switches and the gym flooded with light. The last time he’d been in here, there had been emergency blankets lying on the floor, corresponding to the numbers that had been inked on the foreheads of Noah James and Michael Beach and Justin Friedman and Dusty Spears and Austin Prokiov. There had been crimescene techs crawling on their hands and knees, taking photographs of chips in the cement block, digging bullets out of the backboard of the basketball hoop.


  He had spent hours at the police station, his first stop after leaving Alex’s house, scrutinizing the enlarged fingerprint that had been on Gun B. An inconclusive one; one that he’d assumed, lazily, to be Peter’s. But what if it was Matt’s? Was there any way to prove that Royston had held the gun, as Josie claimed? Patrick had studied the prints taken from Matt’s dead body and held them up every which way against the partial print, until the lines and ridges blurred even more than they should have.


  If he was going to find proof, it was going to have to be in the school itself.


  The locker room looked exactly like the photo he’d used during his testimony earlier this week, except that the bodies, of course, had been removed. Unlike the corridors and classrooms of the school, the locker room hadn’t been cleaned or patched. The small area held too much damage—not physical, but psychological—and the administration had unanimously agreed to tear it down, along with the rest of the gym and the cafeteria, later this month.


  The locker room was a rectangle. The door that led into it, from the gym, was in the middle of one long wall. A wooden bench sat directly opposite, and a line of metal lockers. In the far left corner of the locker room was a small doorway that opened into a communal shower stall. In this corner, Matt’s body had been found, with Josie lying beside him; thirty feet away in the far right corner of the locker room, Peter had been crouching. The blue backpack had fallen just to the left of the doorway.


  If Patrick believed Josie, then Peter had come running into the locker room, where Josie and Matt had gone to hide. Presumably, he was holding Gun A. He dropped his backpack, and Matt—who would have been standing in the middle of the room, close enough to reach it—grabbed Gun B. Matt shot at Peter—the bullet that had never been found, the one that proved Gun B was fired at all—and missed. When he tried to shoot again, the gun jammed. At that moment, Peter shot him, twice.


  The problem was, Matt’s body had been found at least fifteen feet away from the backpack where he’d grabbed the gun.


  Why would Matt have backed up, and then shot at Peter? It didn’t make sense. It was possible that Peter’s shots had sent Matt’s body recoiling, but basic physics told Patrick that a shot fired from where Peter was standing would still not have landed Matt where he’d been found. In addition, there had been no blood-spatter pattern to suggest that Matt had been standing anywhere near the backpack when he was hit by Peter. He’d pretty much dropped where he’d been shot.


  Patrick walked toward the wall where he’d apprehended Peter. He started at the upper corner and methodically ran his fingers over every divot and niche, over the edges of the lockers and inside them, around the bend of the perpendicular walls. He crawled beneath the wooden bench and scrutinized the underside. He held his flashlight up to the ceiling. In such close quarters, any bullet fired by Matt should have made enough serious damage to be noticeable, and yet, there was absolutely no evidence that any gun had been fired—successfully—in Peter’s direction.


  Patrick walked to the opposite corner of the locker room. There was still a dark bloodstain on the floor, and a dried boot print. He stepped over the stain and into the shower stall, repeating the same meticulous investigation of the tiled wall that would have been behind Matt.


  If he found that missing bullet here, where Matt’s body had been found, then Matt clearly hadn’t been the one to fire Gun B—it would have been Peter wielding that weapon, as well as Gun A. Or in other words: Josie would have been lying to Jordan McAfee.


  It was easy work, because the tile was white, pristine. There were no cracks or flakes, no chips, nothing that would suggest a bullet had gone through Matt’s stomach and struck the shower wall.


  Patrick turned around, looking in places that didn’t make sense: the top of the shower, the ceiling, the drain. He took off his shoes and socks and shuffled along the shower floor.


  It was when he’d just scraped his little toe along the line of the drain that he felt it.


  Patrick got down on his hands and knees and felt along the edge of the metal. There was a long, raw scuff on the tile that bordered the drainage grate. It would have easily gone unnoticed because of its location—techs who saw it had probably assumed it was grout. He rubbed it with his finger and then peered with a flashlight into the drain. If the bullet had slipped through, it was long gone—and yet, the drainage holes were tiny enough that this shouldn’t have been possible.


  Opening a locker, Patrick ripped a tiny square of mirror off with his hands and set it face-up on the floor of the shower, just where the scuff mark was. Then he turned off the lights and took out a laser pointer. He stood where Peter had been apprehended and pointed the beam at the mirror, watched it bounce onto the far wall of the showers, where no bullet had left a mark.


  Circling around, he continued to point the beam until it ricocheted up—right through the center of a small window that served as ventilation. He knelt, marking the spot where he stood with a pencil from his pocket. Then he dug out his cell phone. “Diana,” he said when the prosecutor answered. “Don’t let that trial start tomorrow.”


  ***


  “I know it’s unusual,” Diana said in court the next morning, “and that we have a jury sitting here, but I have to ask for a recess until my detective gets here. He’s investigating something new on the case... possibly something exculpatory.”


  “Have you called him?” Judge Wagner asked.


  “Several times.” Patrick was not answering his phone. If he was, then she could have told him directly how much she wanted to kill him.


  “I have to object, Your Honor,” Jordan said. “We’re ready to go forward. I’m sure that Ms. Leven will give me that exculpatory information, if and when it ever arrives, but I’m willing at this point to take my chances. And since we’re all here at the bench, I’d like to add that I have a witness who’s prepared to testify right now.”


  “What witness?” Diana said. “You don’t have anyone else to call.”


  He smiled at her. “Judge Cormier’s daughter.”


  ***


  Alex sat outside the courtroom, holding tight to Josie’s hand. “This is going to be over before you know it.”


  The great irony here, Alex knew, was that months ago when she’d fought so hard to be the judge on this case, it was because she felt more at ease offering legal comfort to her daughter than emotional comfort. Well, here she was, and Josie was about to testify in the arena Alex knew better than anyone else, and she still didn’t have any grand judicial advice that could help her.


  It would be scary. It would be painful. And all Alex could do was watch her suffer.


  A bailiff came out to them. “Judge,” he said. “If your daughter’s ready?”


  Alex squeezed Josie’s hand. “Just tell them what you know,” she said, and she stood up to take a seat in the courtroom.


  “Mom?” Josie called after her, and Alex turned. “What if what you know isn’t what people want to hear?”


  Alex tried to smile. “Tell the truth,” she said. “You can’t lose.”


  ***


  To comply with discovery rules, Jordan handed Diana a synopsis of Josie’s testimony as she was walking up to the stand. “When did you get this?” the prosecutor whispered.


  “This weekend. Sorry,” he said, although he really wasn’t. He walked toward Josie, who looked small and pale. Her hair had been gathered into a neat ponytail, and her hands were folded in her lap. She was studiously avoiding anyone’s gaze by focusing on the grain of the wood on the rail of the witness stand.


  “Can you state your name?”


  “Josie Cormier.”


  “Where do you live, Josie?”


  “45 East Prescott Street, in Sterling.”


  “How old are you?”


  “I’m seventeen,” she said.


  Jordan took a step closer, so that only she would be able to hear him. “See?” he murmured. “Piece of cake.” He winked at her, and he thought she might even have smiled back the tiniest bit.


  “Where were you on the morning of March 6, 2007?”


  “I was at school.”


  “What class did you have first period?”


  “English,” Josie said softly.


  “What about second period?”


  “Math.”


  “Third period?”


  “I had a study.”


  “Where did you spend it?”


  “With my boyfriend,” she said. “Matt Royston.” She looked sideways, blinking too fast.


  “Where were you and Matt during third period?”


  “We left the cafeteria. We were going to his locker, before the next class.”


  “What happened then?”


  Josie looked into her lap. “There was a lot of noise. And people started running. People were screaming about guns, about someone with a gun. A friend of ours, Drew Girard, told us it was Peter.”


  She glanced up then, and her eyes locked on Peter’s. For a long moment, she just stared at him, and then she closed her eyes and turned away.


  “Did you know what was going on?”


  “No.”


  “Did you see anyone shooting?”


  “No.”


  “Where did you go?”


  “To the gym. We ran across it, toward the locker room. I knew he was coming closer, because I kept hearing gunshots.”


  “Who was with you when you went into the locker room?”


  “I thought Drew and Matt, but when I turned around, I realized that Drew wasn’t there. He’d been shot.”


  “Did you see Drew getting shot?”


  Josie shook her head. “No.”


  “Did you see Peter before you got into the locker room?”


  “No.” Her face crumpled, and she wiped at her eyes.


  “Josie,” Jordan said, “what happened next?”


  10:16 A.M., The Day Of


  Get down,” Matt hissed, and he shoved Josie so that she fell behind the wooden bench.


  It wasn’t a good place to hide, but then, nowhere in the locker room was a good place to hide. Matt’s plan had been to climb out the window in the shower, and he’d even opened it up, but then they’d heard the shots in the gym and realized they didn’t have time to drag the bench over and climb through. They’d boxed themselves in, literally.


  She curled herself into a ball and Matt crouched down in front of her. Her heart thundered against his back, and she kept forgetting to breathe.


  He reached behind him until he found her hand. “If anything happens, Jo,” he whispered, “I loved you.”


  Josie started to cry. She was going to die; they were all going to die. She thought of a hundred things she hadn’t done yet that she so badly wanted to do: go to Australia, swim with dolphins. Learn all the words to “Bohemian Rhapsody.” Graduate.


  Get married.


  She wiped her face against the back of Matt’s shirt, and then the locker room burst open. Peter stumbled inside, his eyes wild, holding a handgun. His left sneaker was untied, Josie noticed, and then she couldn’t believe she noticed. He lifted his gun at Matt, and she couldn’t help it; she screamed.


  Maybe it was the noise; maybe it was her voice. It startled Peter, and he dropped his backpack. It slid off his shoulder, and as it did, another gun fell out of an open pocket.


  It skittered across the floor, landing just behind Josie’s left foot.


  Do you know how there are moments when the world moves so slowly you can feel your bones shifting, your mind tumbling? When you think that no matter what happens to you for the rest of your life, you will remember every last detail of that one minute forever? Josie watched her hand stretch back, watched her fingers curl around the cold black butt of the gun. Fumbling it, she staggered upright, pointing the gun at Peter.


  Matt backed away toward the showers, under Josie’s cover. Peter held his gun steady, still pointing it at Matt, even though Josie was closer. “Josie,” he said. “Let me finish this.”


  “Shoot him, Josie,” Matt said. “Fucking shoot him.”


  Peter pulled back the slide of the gun so that a bullet from the clip would cycle into place. Watching him carefully, Josie mimicked his actions.


  She remembered being in nursery school with Peter—how other boys would pick up sticks or rocks and run around yelling Hands up. What had she and Peter used the sticks for? She couldn’t recall.


  “Josie, for Christ’s sake!” Matt was sweating, his eyes wide. “Are you fucking stupid?”


  “Don’t talk to her like that,” Peter cried.


  “Shut up, asshole,” Matt said. “You think she’s going to save you?” He turned to Josie. “What are you waiting for? Shoot.”


  So she did.


  As the gun fired, it ripped two stripes of her skin from the base of her thumb. Her hands jerked upward, numb, humming. The blood was black on Matt’s gray T-shirt. He stood for a moment, shocked, his hand over the wound in his stomach. She saw his mouth close around her name, but she couldn’t hear it, her ears were ringing so loudly. Josie? and then he fell to the floor.


  Josie’s hand started shaking violently; she wasn’t surprised when the gun just fell out of it, as singularly repelled by her grasp as it had been glued to it moments before. “Matt,” she cried, running toward him. She pressed her hands against the blood, because that’s what you were supposed to do, wasn’t it, but he writhed and screamed in agony. Blood began to bubble out of his mouth, trailing down his neck. “Do something,” she sobbed, turning to Peter. “Help me.”


  Peter walked closer, lifted the gun he was holding, and shot Matt in the head.


  Horrified, she scrambled backward, away from them both. That wasn’t what she’d meant; that couldn’t have been what she meant.


  She stared at Peter, and she realized that in that one moment, when she hadn’t been thinking, she knew exactly what he’d felt as he moved through the school with his backpack and his guns. Every kid in this school played a role: jock, brain, beauty, freak. All Peter had done was what they all secretly dreamed of: be someone, even for just nineteen minutes, who nobody else was allowed to judge.


  “Don’t tell,” Peter whispered, and Josie realized he was offering her a way out—a deal sealed in blood, a partnership of silence: I won’t share your secrets, if you don’t share mine.


  Josie nodded slowly, and then her world went black.


  I think a person’s life is supposed to be like a DVD. You can see the version everyone else sees, or you can choose the director’s cut—the way he wanted you to see it, before everything else got in the way.


  There are menus, probably, so that you can start at the good spots and not have to relive the bad ones. You can measure your life by the number of scenes you’ve survived, or the minutes you’ve been stuck there.


  Probably, though, life is more like one of those dumb video surveillance tapes. Grainy, no matter how hard you stare at it. And looped: the same thing, over and over.


  Five Months After


  Alex pushed past the people in the gallery who had erupted in confusion in the wake of Josie’s confession. Somewhere in this crowd of people were the Roystons, who had just heard that their son had been shot by her daughter, but she could not think of that right now. She could only see Josie, trapped on that witness stand, while Alex struggled to get past the bar. She was a judge, dammit; she should have been allowed to go there, but two bailiffs were firmly holding her back.


  Wagner was smacking his gavel, although nobody gave a damn. “We’ll take a fifteen-minute recess,” he ordered, and as another bailiff hauled Peter through a rear door, the judge turned to Josie. “Young lady,” he said, “you are still under oath.”


  Alex watched Josie being taken through another door, and she called out after her. A moment later, Eleanor was at her side. The clerk took Alex’s arm. “Judge, come with me. You’re not safe out here right now.”


  For the first time she could actively remember, Alex allowed herself to be led.


  ***


  Patrick arrived in the courtroom just as it exploded. He saw Josie on the stand, crying desperately; he saw Judge Wagner fighting for control—but most of all, he saw Alex single-mindedly trying to get to her daughter.


  He would have drawn his gun right then and there to help her do it.


  By the time he fought his way down the central aisle of the courtroom, Alex was gone. He caught a glimpse of her as she slipped into a room behind the bench, and he hurdled the bar to follow her but felt someone grab his sleeve. Annoyed, he glanced down to see Diana Leven.


  “What the hell is going on?” he asked.


  “You first.”


  He sighed. “I spent the night at Sterling High, trying to check Josie’s statement. It didn’t make sense—if Matt had fired at Peter, there should have been physical evidence of destruction in the wall behind him. I assumed that she was lying again—that Peter had been the one to shoot Matt unprovoked. Once I figured out where that first bullet hit, I used a laser to see where it could have ricocheted—and then I understood why we didn’t find it the first time around.” Digging in his coat, he extracted an evidence bag with a slug inside. “The fire department helped me dig it out of a maple tree outside the window in the shower stall. I drove it straight to the lab for testing—and stood over them all night with a whip until they agreed to do the work on the spot. Not only was the bullet fired from Gun B, it’s got blood and tissue on it that types to Matt Royston. The thing is, when you reverse the angle of that bullet—when you stand in the tree and ricochet the laser off the tile where it struck, to see where the shot originated from—you don’t get anywhere close to where Peter was standing. It was—”


  The prosecutor sighed wearily. “Josie just confessed to shooting Matt Royston.”


  “Well,” Patrick said, handing the evidence bag to Diana, “she’s finally telling the truth.”


  ***


  Jordan leaned against the bars of the holding cell. “Did you forget to tell me about this?”


  “No,” Peter said.


  He turned. “You know, if you’d mentioned this at the beginning, your case could have had a very different outcome.”


  Peter was lying on the bench in the cell, his hands behind his head. To Jordan’s shock, he was smiling. “She was my friend again,” Peter explained. “You don’t break a promise to a friend.”


  ***


  Alex sat in the dark of the conference room where defendants were usually brought during breaks, and realized that her daughter now would qualify. There would be another trial, and this time Josie would be at the center of it.


  “Why?” she asked.


  She could make out the silver edge of Josie’s profile. “Because you told me to tell the truth.”


  “What is the truth?”


  “I loved Matt. And I hated him. I hated myself for loving him, but if I wasn’t with him, I wasn’t anyone anymore.”


  “I don’t understand...”


  “How could you? You’re perfect.” Josie shook her head. “The rest of us, we’re all like Peter. Some of us just do a better job of hiding it. What’s the difference between spending your life trying to be invisible, or pretending to be the person you think everyone wants you to be? Either way, you’re faking.”


  Alex thought of all the parties she’d ever gone to where the first question she was asked was What do you do? as if that were enough to define you. Nobody ever asked you who you really were, because that changed. You might be a judge or a mother or a dreamer. You might be a loner or a visionary or a pessimist. You might be the victim, and you might be the bully. You could be the parent, and also the child. You might wound one day and heal the next.


  I’m not perfect, Alex thought, and maybe that was the first step toward becoming that way.


  “What’s going to happen to me?” Josie asked, the same question she’d asked a day ago, when Alex thought herself qualified to give answers.


  “What’s going to happen to us,” Alex corrected.


  A smile chased over Josie’s face, gone almost as quickly as it had come. “I asked you first.”


  The door to the conference room opened, spilling light from the corridor, silhouetting whatever came next. Alex reached for her daughter’s hand and took a deep breath. “Let’s go see,” she said.


  ***


  Peter was convicted of eight first-degree murders and two second-degree murders. The jury decided that in the case of Matt Royston and Courtney Ignatio, he had not been acting with premeditation and deliberation. He’d been provoked.


  After the verdict was handed down, Jordan met with Peter in the holding cell. He’d be brought back to the jail only until the sentencing hearing; then he would be transferred to the state prison in Concord. Serving out eight consecutive murder sentences, he would not leave it alive.


  “You okay?” Jordan asked, putting his hand on Peter’s shoulder.


  “Yeah.” He shrugged. “I sort of knew it was going to happen.”


  “But they heard you. That’s why they came back with manslaughter for two of the counts.”


  “I guess I should say thanks for trying.” He smiled crookedly at Jordan. “Have a good life.”


  “I’ll come see you, if I get down to Concord,” Jordan said.


  He looked at Peter. In the six months since this case had fallen into his lap, his client had grown up. Peter was as tall as Jordan now. He probably weighed a little more. He had a deeper voice, a shadow of beard on his jaw. Jordan marveled that he hadn’t noticed these things until now.


  “Well,” Jordan said. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out the way I’d hoped.”


  “Me, too.”


  Peter held out his hand, and Jordan embraced him instead. “Take care.”


  He started out of the cell, and then Peter called him back. He was holding out the eyeglasses Jordan had brought him for the trial. “These are yours,” Peter said.


  “Hang on to them. You have more use for them.”


  Peter tucked the glasses into the front pocket of Jordan’s jacket. “I kind of like knowing you’re taking care of them,” he said. “And there isn’t all that much I really want to see.”


  Jordan nodded. He walked out of the holding cell and said good-bye to the deputies. Then he headed toward the lobby, where Selena was waiting.


  As he approached her, he put on Peter’s glasses. “What’s up with those?” she asked.


  “I kind of like them.”


  “You have perfect vision,” Selena pointed out.


  Jordan considered the way the lenses made the world curve in at the ends, so that he had to move more gingerly through it. “Not always,” he said.


  ***


  In the weeks after the trial, Lewis began fooling around with numbers. He’d done some preliminary research and entered it into STATA to see what kinds of patterns emerged. And—here was the interesting thing—it had absolutely nothing to do with happiness. Instead, he’d started looking at the communities where school shootings had occurred in the past and spinning them out to the present, to see how a single act of violence might affect economic stability. Or in other words—once the world was pulled out from beneath your feet, did you ever get to stand on firm ground again?


  He was teaching again at Sterling College—basic microeconomics. Classes had only just begun in late September, and Lewis found himself slipping easily into the lecture circuit. When he was talking about Keynesian models and widgets and competition, it was routine—so effortless that he could almost make himself believe this was any other freshman survey course he’d taught in the past, before Peter had been convicted.


  Lewis taught by walking up and down the aisles—a necessary evil, now that the campus had gone WiFi and students would play online poker or IM each other while he lectured—which was how he happened to come across the kids in the back. Two football players were taking turns squeezing a sports-top water bottle so that the stream arced upward and sprayed onto the back of another kid’s neck. The boy, two rows forward, kept turning around to see who was squirting water at him, but by then, the jocks were looking up at the graphs on the screen in the front of the hall, their faces as smooth as choirboys’.


  “Now,” Lewis said, not missing a beat, “who can tell me what happens if you set the price above point A on the graph?” He plucked the water bottle out of the hands of one of the jocks. “Thank you, Mr. Graves. I was getting thirsty.”


  The boy two rows ahead raised his hand like an arrow, and Lewis nodded at him. “No one would want to buy the widget for that much money,” he said. “So demand would fall, and that means the price would have to drop, or they’d wind up with a whole boatload of extras in the warehouse.”


  “Excellent,” Lewis said, and he glanced up at the clock. “All right, guys, on Monday we’ll be covering the next chapter in Mankiw. And don’t be surprised if there’s a surprise quiz.”


  “If you told us, it’s not a surprise,” a girl pointed out.


  Lewis smiled. “Oops.”


  He stood by the chair of the boy who’d given the right answer. He was stuffing his notebook into his backpack, which was already so crammed with papers that the zipper wouldn’t close. His hair was too long, and his T-shirt had a picture of Einstein’s face on it. “Nice work today.”


  “Thanks.” The boy shifted from one foot to the other; Lewis could tell that he wasn’t quite sure what to say next. He thrust out his hand. “Um, nice to meet you. I mean, you’ve already met us all, but not, like, personally.”


  “Right. What’s your name again?”


  “Peter. Peter Granford.”


  Lewis opened up his mouth to speak, but then just shook his head.


  “What?” The boy ducked his head. “You just, uh, looked like you were going to say something important.”


  Lewis looked at this namesake, at the way he stood with his shoulders rounded, as if he did not deserve so much space in this world. He felt that familiar pain that fell like a hammer on his breastbone whenever he thought of Peter, of a life that would be lost to prison. He wished he’d taken more time to look at Peter when Peter was right in front of his eyes, because now he would be forced to compensate with imperfect memories or—even worse—to find his son in the faces of strangers.


  Lewis reached deep inside and unraveled the smile that he saved for moments like this, when there was absolutely nothing to be happy about. “It was important,” he said. “You remind me of someone I used to know.”


  ***


  It took Lacy three weeks to gather the courage to enter Peter’s bedroom. Now that the verdict had been handed down—now that they knew Peter would never be coming home again—there was no reason to keep it as she had for the past five months: a shrine, a haven for optimism.


  She sat down on Peter’s bed and brought his pillow to her face. It still smelled like him, and she wondered how long it would take for that to dissipate. She glanced around at the scattered books on his shelves—the ones that the police had not taken. She opened his nightstand drawer and fingered the silky tassel of a bookmark, the metal teeth of a lockjawed stapler. The empty belly of a television remote control, missing its batteries. A magnifying glass. An old pack of Pokémon cards, a magic trick, a portable hard drive on a keychain.


  Lacy took the box she’d brought up from the basement and placed each item inside. Here was the crime scene: look at what was left behind and try to re-create the boy.


  She folded his quilt, and then his sheets, and then pulled the pillowcase free. She suddenly recalled a dinner conversation where Lewis had told her that for $10,000, you could flatten a house with a wrecking ball. Imagine how much less it took to destroy something than it did to build it in the first place: in less than an hour, this room would look as if Peter had never lived here at all.


  When it was all a neat pile, Lacy sat back down on the bed and looked around at the stark walls, the paint a little brighter in the spots where posters had been. She touched the piped seam of Peter’s mattress and wondered how long she would continue to think of it as Peter’s.


  Love was supposed to move mountains, to make the world go round, to be all you need, but it fell apart at the details. It couldn’t save a single child—not the ones who’d gone to Sterling High that day, expecting the normal; not Josie Cormier; certainly not Peter. So what was the recipe? Was it love, mixed with something else for good measure? Luck? Hope? Forgiveness?


  She remembered, suddenly, what Alex Cormier had said to her during the trial: Something still exists as long as there’s someone around to remember it.


  Everyone would remember Peter for nineteen minutes of his life, but what about the other nine million? Lacy would have to be the keeper of those, because it was the only way for that part of Peter to stay alive. For every recollection of him that involved a bullet or a scream, she would have a hundred others: of a little boy splashing in a pond, or riding a bicycle for the first time, or waving from the top of a jungle gym. Of a kiss good night, or a crayoned Mother’s Day card, or a voice off-key in the shower. She would string them together—the moments when her child had been just like other people’s. She would wear them, precious pearls, every day of her life; because if she lost them, then the boy she had loved and raised and known would really be gone.


  Lacy began to stretch the sheets over the bed again. She settled the quilt, tucked the corners, fluffed the pillow. She set the books back on the shelves and the toys and tools and knickknacks back in the nightstand. Last, she unrolled the long tongues of the posters and put them back up on the walls. She was careful to place the thumbtacks in the same original holes. That way, she wouldn’t be doing any more damage.


  ***


  Exactly one month after he was convicted, when the lights were dimmed and the detention officers made a final sweep of the catwalk, Peter reached down and tugged off his right sock. He turned on his side in the lower bunk, so that he was facing the wall. He fed the sock into his mouth, stuffing it as far back as it would go.


  When it got hard to breathe, he fell into a dream. He was still eighteen, but it was the first day of kindergarten. He was carrying his backpack and his Superman lunch box. The orange school bus pulled up and, with a sigh, split open its gaping jaws. Peter climbed the steps and faced the back of the bus, but this time, he was the only student on it. He walked down the aisle to the very end, near the emergency exit. He put his lunch box down beside him and glanced out the rear window. It was so bright he thought the sun itself must be chasing them down the highway.


  “Almost there,” a voice said, and Peter turned around to look at the driver. But just as there had been no passengers, there was no one at the wheel.


  Here was the amazing thing: in his dream, Peter wasn’t scared. He knew, somehow, that he was headed exactly where he’d wanted to go.


  March 6, 2008


  You might not have recognized Sterling High. There was a new green metal roof, fresh grass growing out front, and a glass atrium that rose two stories at the rear of the school. A plaque on the bricks by the front door read: A SAFE HARBOR.


  Later today, there would be a ceremony to honor the memories of those who’d died here a year ago, but because Patrick had been involved in the new security protocols for the school, he’d been able to sneak Alex in for an advance viewing.


  Inside, there were no lockers—just open cubbies, so that nothing was hidden from view. Students were in class; only a few teachers moved through the lobby. They wore IDs around their necks, as did the kids. Alex had not really understood this—the threat was always from the inside, not the outside—but Patrick said that it made people feel secure, and that was half the battle.


  Her cell phone rang. Patrick sighed. “I thought you told them—”


  “I did,” Alex said. She flipped it open, and the secretary for the Grafton County public defender’s office began reeling off a litany of crises. “Stop,” she said, interrupting. “Remember? I’m missing in action for the day.”


  She had resigned her judicial appointment. Josie had been charged as an accessory to second-degree murder and accepted a plea of manslaughter, with five years served. After that, every time Alex had a child in her courtroom charged with a felony, she couldn’t be impartial. As a judge, weighing the evidence had taken precedence; but as a mother, it was not the facts that mattered—only the feelings. Going back to her roots as a public defender seemed not only natural but comfortable. She understood, firsthand, what her clients were feeling. She visited them when she went to visit her daughter at the women’s penitentiary. Defendants liked her because she wasn’t condescending and because she told them the truth about their chances: what you saw of Alex Cormier was what you got.


  Patrick led her to the spot that had once housed the back staircase at Sterling High. Instead, now, there was an enormous glass atrium that covered the spot where the gymnasium and locker room had been. Outside, you could see the playing fields, where a gym class was now in the thick of a soccer game, taking advantage of the early spring and the melted snow. Inside, there were wooden tables set up, with stools where students could meet or have a snack or read. A few kids were there now, studying for a geometry test. Their whispers rose like smoke to the ceiling: complementary... supplementary... intersection... endpoint.


  To one side of the atrium, in front of the glass wall, were ten chairs. Unlike the rest of the seats in the atrium, these had backs and were painted white. You had to look closely to see that they had been bolted to the floor, instead of having been dragged over by students and left behind. They were not lined up in a row; they were not evenly spaced. They did not have names or placards on them, but everyone knew why they were there.


  She felt Patrick come up behind her and slide his arm around her waist. “It’s almost time,” he said, and she nodded.


  As she reached for one of the empty stools and started to drag it closer to the glass wall, Patrick took it from her. “For God’s sake, Patrick,” she muttered. “I’m pregnant, not terminal.”


  That had been a surprise, too. The baby was due at the end of May. Alex tried not to think about it as a replacement for the daughter who would still be in jail for the next four years; she imagined instead that maybe this would be the one who rescued them all.


  Patrick sank down beside her on a stool as Alex looked at her watch: 10:02 a.m.


  She took a deep breath. “It doesn’t look the same anymore.”


  “I know,” Patrick said.


  “Do you think that’s a good thing?”


  He thought for a moment. “I think it’s a necessary thing,” he said.


  She noticed that the maple tree, the one that had grown outside the window of the second-story locker room, had not been cut down during the construction of the atrium. From where she was sitting, you couldn’t see the hole that had been carved out of it to retrieve a bullet. The tree was enormous, with a thick gnarled trunk and twisted limbs. It had probably been here long before the high school ever was, maybe even before Sterling was settled.


  10:09.


  She felt Patrick’s hand slip into her lap as she watched the soccer game. The teams seemed grossly mismatched, the kids who had already hit puberty playing against those who were still slight and small. Alex watched a striker charge a defenseman for the other team, leaving the smaller boy trampled as the ball hurtled high into the net.


  All that, Alex thought, and nothing’s changed. She glanced at her watch again: 10:13.


  The last few minutes, of course, were the hardest. Alex found herself standing, her hands pressed flat against the glass. She felt the baby kick inside her, answering back to the darker hook of her heart. 10:16. 10:17.


  The striker returned to the spot where the defenseman had fallen and reached out his hand to help the slighter boy stand. They walked back to center field, talking about something Alex couldn’t hear.


  It was 10:19.


  She happened to glance at the maple tree again. The sap was still running. A few weeks from now, there would be a reddish hue on the branches. Then buds. A burst of first leaves.


  Alex took Patrick’s hand. They walked out of the atrium in silence, down the corridors, past the rows of cubbies. They crossed the lobby and threshold of the front door, retracing the steps they’d taken.
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  INTRODUCTION


  In this emotionally charged novel, Jodi Picoult delves beneath the surface of a small town to explore what it means to be different in our society.


  In Sterling, New Hampshire, seventeen-year-old high school student Peter Houghton has endured years of verbal and physical abuse at the hands of his classmates. His best friend, Josie Cormier, succumbed to peer pressure and now hangs out with the popular crowd that often instigates the harassment. One final incident of bullying sends Peter over the edge and leads him to commit an act of violence that forever changes the lives of Sterling’s residents.


  Even those who were not inside the school that morning find their lives in an upheaval, including Alex Cormier. The superior court judge assigned to the Houghton case, Alex—whose daughter, Josie, witnessed the events that unfolded—must decide whether or not to step down. She’s torn between presiding over the biggest case of her career and knowing that doing so will cause an even wider chasm in her relationship with her emotionally fragile daughter. Josie, meanwhile, claims she can’t remember what happened in the last fatal minutes of Peter’s rampage. Or can she? And Peter’s parents, Lacy and Lewis Houghton, ceaselessly examine the past to see what they might have said or done to compel their son to such extremes. Nineteen Minutes also features the return of two of Jodi Picoult’s characters—defense attorney Jordan McAfee from The Pact and Salem Falls and Patrick Ducharme, the intrepid detective introduced in Perfect Match.


  Rich with psychological and social insight, Nineteen Minutes is a riveting, poignant, and thought-provoking novel that has at its center a haunting question: Do we ever really know someone? And who, if anyone, has the right to judge someone else?


  QUESTION AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION


  1. Alex and Lacy’s friendship comes to an end when they discover Peter and Josie playing with guns in the Houghton house. Why does Alex decide that it’s in Josie’s best interest to keep her away from Peter? What significance is there to the fact that Alex is the first one to prevent Josie from being friends with Peter?


  2. Alex often has trouble separating her roles as judge and mother. How does this affect her relationship with Josie? Discuss whether Alex’s job is more important to her than being a mother.


  3. A theme throughout the novel is the idea of masks and personas and pretending to be someone you’re not. To which characters does this apply, and why?


  4. At one point defense attorney Jordan McAfee refers to himself as a “spin doctor,” and he believes that at the end of Peter’s trial he “will be either reviled or canonized” (page 250). What is your view of Jordan? As you were reading the book, did you find it difficult to remain objective about the judicial system’s standing that every defendant (no matter how heinous his or her crime) has the right to a fair trial?


  5. Peter was a victim of bullying for twelve years at the hands of certain classmates, many of whom repeatedly tormented him. But he also shot and killed students he had never met or who had never done anything wrong to him. What empathy, if any, did you have for Peter both before and after the shooting?


  6. Josie and Peter were friends until the sixth grade. Is it understandable that Josie decided not to hang out with Peter in favor of the popular crowd? Why or why not? How accurate and believable did you find the author’s depiction of high school peer pressure and the quest for popularity? Do you believe, as Picoult suggests, that even the popular kids are afraid that their own friends will turn on them?


  7. Josie admits she often witnessed Matt’s cruelty toward other students. Why, then, does it come as such a surprise to Josie when Matt abuses her verbally and physically? How much did you empathize with Josie?


  8. Regarding Lacy, Patrick notes that “in a different way, this woman was a victim of her son’s actions, too” (page 53). How much responsibility do Lewis and Lacy bear for Peter’s actions? How about Lewis in particular, who taught his son how to handle guns and hunt?


  9. At one point during Peter’s bullying, Lacy is encouraged by an elementary school teacher to force Peter to stand up for himself. She threatens to cancel his play dates with Josie if he doesn’t fight back. How did you feel when you read that scene? Did you blame Lacy for Peter’s later actions because of it?. Do you agree or disagree with the idea that it is a parent’s job to teach a child the skills necessary to defend himself?


  10. Discuss the novel’s structure. In what ways do the alternating narratives between past and present enhance the story? How do the scenes in the past give you further insight into the characters and their actions, particularly Peter and Josie?


  11. When Patrick arrives at Sterling High after the shooting, his “entire body began to shake, knowing that for so many students and parents and citizens today, he had once again been too late” (page 24). Why does Patrick blame himself for not preventing an incident he had no way of knowing was going to happen?


  12. Dr. King, an expert witness for the defense, states that Peter was suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder as a result of chronic victimization. “But a big part of it, too,” he adds, “is the society that created both Peter and those bullies” (page 409). What reasons does Dr. King give to support his assertion that society is partly to blame for Peter’s actions as well as for those of the bullies? Do you agree with this? Why or why not?


  13. Why does Josie choose to shoot Matt instead of shooting Peter? Why does Peter remain silent about Josie’s role in the shooting? In the end, has justice been satisfactorily dealt to Peter and to Josie?


  14. Discuss the very ending of the novel, which concludes on the one-year anniversary of the Sterling High shooting. Why do you suppose the author chose to leave readers with an image of Patrick and Alex, who is pregnant? In what way does the final image of the book predict the future?


  15. Shootings have occurred at a number of high schools across the country over the last several years. Did Nineteen Minutes make you think about these incidents in a more immediate way than did reading about them in the newspaper or seeing coverage on television? How so? In what ways did the novel affect your opinion of the parties generally involved in school shootings—perpetrators, victims, fellow students, teachers, parents, attorneys, and law enforcement officials?


  16. What do you think the author is proposing as the root of the problem of school violence? What have you heard, in the media and in political forums, as solutions? Do you think they will work? Why or why not?


  A CONVERSATION WITH JODI PICOULT


  Q: What drew you to the subject of a school shooting for the premise of a novel?


  A: As a mom of three, I’ve seen my own children struggle with fitting in and being bullied. It was listening to their experiences, and my own frustrations, that led me to consider the topic. I also kept thinking about how it’s not just in high school where we have this public persona that might be different from what we truly feel inside... everyone wonders if they’re good enough, smart enough, pretty enough, no matter how old they are. It’s an archetypical moral dilemma: Do you act like yourself and risk becoming an outcast? Or do you pretend to be someone you’re not and hope no one finds out you’re faking?


  Q: How did you go about conducting research for Nineteen Minutes? Given the heart-wrenching and emotional topic of the book, in what ways was the research process more challenging than for your previous novels?


  A: This book was very hard to research. I actually began through my longtime legal research helper, who had a colleague who had worked in the FBI and put me in touch with the Jefferson County Sheriff’s Office—the people who investigated the Columbine shootings. I spoke with them, and they sent me DVDs and material that had never been made available to the public, which helped a bit to get into the mind-set of the shooters. The next contact I made was with a woman who served as a grief counselor to the families who lost children at Columbine. However, I really wanted to talk to a school shooting survivor... and yet I didn’t want to cause anyone undue pain by bringing up what will always be a difficult subject. I was actually in Minneapolis, doing a reading, when the Red Lake shootings occurred. It was the most surreal feeling: there I was in a hotel, writing a scene in the book, and on the TV next to me was a reporter saying exactly what I was typing into my fiction. I went to the bookstore event that night and was telling folks about the way my two worlds had collided... and a woman came up to me afterward. She knew someone who’d survived the Rocori shootings in Minnesota and was willing to put me in touch with her. Through that connection, I spoke with not only two teachers who shared with me their story of the shooting... but also a young man whose friend died that day. It was his commentary that shook me the most—as a writer and a parent—and that became the most important research I did for this book.


  Q: What facts did you uncover during your research that might surprise readers whose knowledge of school shootings comes solely from media coverage?


  A: Although the media is quick to list the “aberrant” characteristics of a school shooter, the truth is that they fit all teens at some point in their adolescence! Or in other words, these kids who resort to violence are not all that different from the one living upstairs in your own house, most likely—as scary as that is to imagine. Two other facts that surprised me: for many of these shooters, there is the thinnest line between suicide and homicide. They go to the school planning to kill themselves and decide at the last minute to shoot others, too. And psychologically, a single act of childhood bullying is as scarring emotionally as a single act of sexual abuse. From the point of view of the survivors, I remember being stunned when this young man I interviewed said that afterward, when his parents were trying to be solicitous and asked him if he needed anything, he turned away from them... because he was angry that they hadn’t been like that yesterday, before. Historically, one of the most upsetting things I learned was that after Columbine, more than one family was told that their child was the first to be killed. It was theoretically supposed to offer them comfort (“my child went first and didn’t suffer”) but backfired when several families realized they’d been told the same thing.


  Q: What appealed to you about bringing back two characters from previous novels, defense lawyer Jordan McAfee and detective Patrick Ducharme? Why the romantic resolution for Patrick this time?


  A: Okay, I’m just going to admit it to the world: I have a crush on Patrick Ducharme. And of course, he didn’t get the girl at the end of Perfect Match. So I really wanted him to star in another story where he was front and center. (For those really savvy readers who want to torture themselves with unanswered questions—scroll back to the first chapter of Nineteen Minutes and do the math: how old is Nina’s little girl? And how long ago was Perfect Match? Hmm...) As for Jordan—as soon as I realized that I had a murder trial in New Hampshire, I started thinking of who might defend Peter. And Jordan happened to be free! It’s always great fun to bring a character back, because you get to catch up on his or her life; and you don’t have to reinvent the wheel—you already know how he or she speaks, acts, thinks.


  Q: In Nineteen Minutes, Lewis Houghton is a college professor whose area of expertise is the economics of happiness. Does such a profession actually exist? How does Lewis’s job relate to the story as a whole?


  A: It does exist! There are economics professors who run statistics about how different elements of a person’s life (marriage, sexual orientation, salary, etc.) can add to or detract from overall happiness, by giving those elements a dollar value. Lewis’s equation—that happiness equals reality divided by expectations—is from real research. However, I sort of fudged the other equation he devises: that expectation divided by reality equals hope. As for how the profession relates to the story—well, you have to love the irony of a guy who studies happiness for a living and yet isn’t aware of the discontent simmering beneath his own roof.


  Q: As the mother of three children, did you find the subject of popularity and the cruel ways in which children often treat one another a difficult one to address?


  A: It is always hardest for me to write a book that has kids in it close to my kids’ ages—and Nineteen Minutes does. I think that every parent has probably experienced bullying in some form—either from the point of view of the bully or of the victim—so it’s a pretty universal subject. But in many ways, watching my children as they struggled to find their own place in the social hierarchy of school did make them guinea pigs for me as I was writing the book. I know that many of my readers are the age of the young characters in this book, and over the years, some have written me to ask if I’d write a book about bullying. But it wasn’t until I began to connect what kids experience in school with how adults treat other adults who are somehow different that I began to piece together the story. Discrimination and difference at the high school level will never end until the adults running these schools can go about their own lives without judging others for their race, religion, sexual orientation, and so forth. How ridiculous is it that America prides itself on being a melting pot, when—as Peter says in the novel—that just means it makes everyone the same?


  Q: Did you have the surprise ending in mind when you began writing Nineteen Minutes, or did it evolve later in the process?


  A: As with all my books, I knew the ending before I wrote the first word.


  Q: You’re the author of fourteen novels. As you write more and more books, is it harder to come up with ideas? How do you know when an idea is the right one?


  A: The right idea is the one you can’t stop thinking about, the one that’s in your head first thing in the morning. The ideas choose me, not the other way around. And as for a shortage (I’m knocking on wood here), I haven’t faced that yet. I could tell you what the next four books I’m writing will address.


  Q: You once remarked about your novel My Sister’s Keeper that “there are so many shades of gray in real life.” How might this statement also apply to Nineteen Minutes?


  A: It’s funny you should compare Nineteen Minutes to My Sister’s Keeper because I see them as very similar books—they are both very emotional, very gut-wrenching, and they’re situations that every parent dreads. And like the moral and ethical complications in My Sister’s Keeper, in Nineteen Minutes you have a kid who does something that, on the surface, is absolutely devastating and destructive and will end the lives of others. But—given what these characters have endured—can you blame them? Do I condone school shootings? Absolutely not. But I can understand why a child who’s been victimized might feel like he’s justified in fighting back. I also think it’s fascinating to look at how two good parents might find themselves with a child they do not recognize—a child who does something they can’t swallow. Do you stop loving your son just because he’s done something horrible? And if you don’t, do you start hating yourself? There are so many questions raised by Nineteen Minutes—it’s one big gray area to wallow in with your book group!


  Q: Many of your books center on topics that are front and center in the headlines. Is it important for you to not only entertain readers with a riveting story line but to challenge them to think about timely and often controversial topics? Why do you suppose you have gravitated toward this type of storytelling?


  A: I think that sometimes when we don’t want to talk about issues that are hard to discuss or difficult to face, it’s easier to digest it in fiction instead of nonfiction. I mean, no one goes into their bookstore and says, “Hey, can I read the most recent book about the sexual molestation of kids!?” but if you pick up a novel that has that as its center, you will become involved with the characters and the plot and find yourself dissecting the issue without even realizing it. Fiction allows for moral questioning, but through the back door. Personally, I like books that make you think—books you’re still wondering about three days after you finish them; books you hand to a friend and say, “Read this so we can talk about it.” I suppose I’m just writing the kind of novel I like to read!


  Q: In the acknowledgments, you write: “To the thousands of kids out there who are a little bit different, a little bit scared, a little bit unpopular: this one’s for you.” What might readers, particularly younger readers, take from this book and apply to their own lives?


  A: If I could say one thing to the legions of teens out there who wake up every morning and wish they didn’t have to go to school, it would be this—and I’m saying it as both a mom and a writer: Stay the course. You will find someone like you; you will fit in one day. And know that even the cool kids, the popular kids, worry that someone will find out their secret: that they worry about fitting in, just like you do.


  TIPS TO ENHANCE YOUR BOOK CLUB


  1.Watch Bowling for Columbine, Michael Moore’s Academy Award–winning documentary, in which the filmmaker explores the roots of America’s predilection for gun violence.


  2.Have a roundtable discussion on the nonfiction aspects raised in the book, such as the role of defense attorneys, peer pressure and the quest for popularity, victimization and bullying, and how school shootings are portrayed in the media.


  3.Read “10 Myths About School Shootings” (www.msnbc.msn.com/id/15111438). Which ones apply to Peter and other characters in the book?


  4.View a time line of worldwide school shootings since 1996 at www.infoplease.com/ipa/A0777958.html.


  5.For information about school bullying, visit the website of the National Youth Violence Prevention Resource Center at www.safeyouth.org, as well as www.stopbullyingnow.hrsa.gov, a site designed by and for kids and teens.


  6.For resources on school violence and prevention, visit www.whyfiles.org, www.crf-usa.org/violence, www.ncpc.org, www.keepschoolssafe.org, www.kidshealth.org/teen/school_jobs/bullying/school_violence.html, www.ncdjjdp.org/cpsv, www.mentalhealth.samhsa.gov/schoolviolence.


  7.Visit teenadvice.about.com for articles, fact sheets, crisis hotlines, web links, and additional resources on peer pressure, violence and bullying, and other topics.
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  Remember the first time you fell in love with a book? We hope to recapture that feeling for you over and over. Emily Bestler Books was founded with one guiding principle in mind: to find the very best reads available and to put them into the hands of as many readers as possible. We are passionate about this mission and in pursuit of it have decided to give ourselves as much leeway as possible and open the imprint up to a number of different categories. After all, books are as varied as their readers. On our shelves you will find fiction and nonfiction, pulse-pounding thrillers, delectable cookbooks, distinctive memoirs, international crime fiction, and smart, deeply felt novels with a literary flair. In short, we have a book for everyone.
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  About Atria Books


  Atria Books was launched in April 2002 by publisher Judith Curr as a new hardcover and paperback imprint within Simon & Schuster, Inc. The name Atria (the plural of atrium—a central living space open to the air and sky) reflects our goals as publishers: to create an environment that is always open to new ideas and where our authors and their books can flourish. We look for innovative ways to connect writers and readers, integrating the best practices of traditional publishing with the latest innovations in the digital world. We are committed to publishing a wide range of fiction and nonfiction for readers of all tastes and interests.


  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.
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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!
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    We hope you enjoyed reading this Atria Books eBook.

    


    Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Atria Books and Simon & Schuster.
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